
Devon beam trawlermen
reduce discarded juvenile 
fish by over 50%



Michael Caines, the Devon-
based celebrity chef (right), 
discusses Project 50%  
with local vessel owner Alex 
Philips (left) and net-maker 
Darren Edwards (centre). 
Michael is an enthusiastic 
supporter of the project.

“Fishing has been carried out from Brixham 
and Plymouth for almost 1,000 years, with 
the area being famous for its high-quality 
deep sea fish such as sole, turbot and plaice 
together with wonderful cuttlefish and 
scallop. I am really proud of the way 
fishermen have volunteered to reduce their 
catches of juvenile fish to protect stocks.”

Michael  Caines  2009



In 2009–10, an innovative 
partnership between scientists and 
Devon beam trawlermen – nicknamed 
‘Project 50%’ – was set-up with an 
aim to help to protect fish stocks by 
reducing the amount of juvenile fish 
discarded overboard by over 50%. 

Many industry experts believed this to be an unrealistically high 
target, however results from voluntary trials show an unprecedented 
overall reduction of 52% thanks to the development of modified 
fishing nets. This report gives more details about the problem, the 
process, the results and the people who made it possible.



Globally, around 7.3 million tonnes of fish are discarded every year. Discards are unwanted fish 
caught in fishing gears, which are subsequently thrown away (discarded) at sea. The fish are 
typically discarded because they have no market value or because legislation forbids their 
landing and sale. Discarding is widely regarded as a waste of natural resources, disruptive  
to marine ecosystems and ethically undesirable as most fish don’t survive discarding.

In the UK, fishermen and scientists are leading the  
way by working in partnership to reduce discarding.

In 2009–10, volunteers from the Devon beam trawl 
fleet took part in Project 50% with an aim to reduce 
discarding by 50%. Cefas* scientists worked closely 
with Devon trawlermen to drastically reduce the 
number of juvenile fish discarded overboard. Before 
the project, the Devon beam trawl fleet had one of the 
highest discard rates of English and Welsh fisheries. 

The key to Project 50% was understanding the  
reasons for discarding. The fishermen were extensively 
consulted on their views and beliefs, and they 
described the problems and barriers to reducing 
discarding. They identified the measures needed  
to overcome these barriers. 

One solution that was identified to minimise discarding 
was to develop more selective trawl nets. Working 
alongside local net-makers, skippers of the vessels 
involved developed 11 modified nets with different 
configurations and mesh sizes. (Some skippers had 
already started to develop new trawl designs before  
the project commenced.)

The problem
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Two baskets  
of discards from 
the new trawl

* �Centre for Environment, Fisheries 
& Aquaculture Science



Working together
While Project 50% was funded by Defra (a government 
organisation), and scientists from Cefas coordinated 
the project, the fishermen were very much at its core. 

After the consultation at the onset of the project, the 
Devon fishermen clearly identified the barriers that 
existed to reducing their discards. The project offered 
the trawlermen support by reducing these barriers, 
thereby creating the right incentives needed to reduce 
discards. It was not about the government imposing 
measures on fishermen.

Throughout the project, Cefas provided observers 
onboard to work alongside the fishermen and record 
changes in discard patterns. Scientific jargon was 
minimised in all communications, and the results  
from the project were publicised so others could  
learn from them. 

The volunteers were provided with support to undertake 
the trials by covering the cost of the new modified 
trawls, but the project was entirely voluntary and no 
charter payments, additional quota or extra days at  
sea were given to the fishermen involved. 

Recognition was given to the fishermen for the positive 
steps taken to reduce discards in their fishery, and the 
media soon became interested in the project.  

Five baskets of 
discards from the
traditional trawl



Admiral Grenville

Kerrie Marie

Carhelmar

Korenbloem

The Project 50%  
Devon beam trawlers 

Lloyd Tyler
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Amber J *

Geeske

Margaret of Ladram

Christina

Emilia Jayne
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Barentszee

* �Fishing trials with the Amber J are due to 
be completed after this report is published.



The Project 50% 
		  trawlermen 
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The new trawl nets incorporate features such as larger 
meshes, square mesh escape panels and novel headlines 
in their construction, which allow young fish to escape. 
Each skipper designed their own new trawl, tailored to 
their individual fishing patterns.

80 mm

Cod-end
150 mm

130 mm
200 mmBack 

net

Belly

Traditional (standard) trawl

The trawl nets
 Steve Simons

Local Devon 
net-makers built 
the new trawls 
and helped with 
their design

Darren Edwards

The new trawl  
net designs allow 
many more juvenile 

fish to escape  
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The new  
net designs



The trawls

Traditional (standard) 
trawl net

Both the new trawl and the traditional trawl were 
repeatedly towed alongside each other, providing 
the data for good comparisons to be made by the 
scientists. The new trawls were designed for use  
in the beam trawl fishery in sea area ‘7e’.

The nets 
in action
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New trawl net
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Bringing in the catch
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The new trawl designs typically caught fewer small fish, and 
discarding was reduced by over 50%. As well as producing benefits 
for fish stocks, fewer discards can mean less work for the crew, 
improved catch quality, lower fuel costs and reduced drag.

Comparing catches 

Consistently fewer 
small fish were caught 
in all of the new trawls

Sorting 
the haul

Catches from the 
new and old trawl 
nets were kept 

separate



2 1/2 baskets 
of discards 

from new nets

4 baskets of 
discards from 

old nets 3 baskets of 
discards from 

new nets

6 baskets of 
discards from 

old nets

Fewer small fish caught 
in the new trawl

More unwanted small 
fish caught in the 
traditional trawl



Crewman Mike 
happy with fewer 

discards from  
the new trawl 
(boxes on left)

Mike not so happy with abundant discards in the traditional trawl (boxes on right)

Fewer small fish caught 
in the new trawl

More unwanted small 
fish caught in the 
traditional trawl
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Cefas scientists recorded the 
differences in discard patterns 
between the two catches. In 
total, 11 different designs of 
new net were evaluated, and 
each one caught fewer small 
fish and reduced discarding. 
Overall, discarding was reduced 
by 52% across the trials  
(details in the Appendix).
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Trials

7 8 9 10 11

80

70

60

50

40%

30

20

10

0

% Reduction in Discards

17



The end of the fishing trips
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The trials have shown that reducing discarding can improve 
the quality of fish that are landed at the market.
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It was identified early on that there was a  
need to improve communication between 
all groups involved in the project, so several 
publications were produced during the 
project. Newsletters helped to raise public 
awareness of the positive steps the 
fishermen have taken.

Communication
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Fact sheets were produced after each set of sea trials 
detailing the new trawl designs and the associated discard 
reductions obtained. These were widely distributed 
amongst the fishing industry and other interested parties.
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A good example of the interest and 
support shown by the commercial retail 

sector and participating fishermen
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Television chef Michael Caines hosted an event in 
Exeter to recognise the achievements of the Project 
50% partnership. It was attended by vessel owners, 
skippers, fish producer organisations, Seafish, local 
councillors, trawler agents, net-makers, MPs, Cefas 
scientists, fish retailers, members of the press and 
representatives from the MMO, Defra, NGOs and the 
seafood industry.

Celebrating success

Guest speaker Michael Caines

Listening to 
the speeches
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Paul Trebilcock (CFPO) and Rick Smith 
(Brixham Trawler Agents)

District Marine Officer Julian Roberts and  
Dr Keri Torney (Defra). Defra provided the 
funding for Project 50%.

Dr Sarah Wollaston MP and Dr Andy Revill* Representatives from Corporate Culture

Councillor J Baverstock and Michael Caines

Andy Pillar (Interfish), Ally Dingwall (Sainbury’s) 
and Emily Howgate (Seafood Choices)

* Project 50% Manager, Cefas
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Comments from 
		  the fishing industry

“Skippers are now working with the scientists and  
we are sharing information, so that the public can 
understand the modern fishing industry and the fact 
that we’re working in a responsible way. The benefits 
are twofold: we deliver more sustainability to more 
species and we deliver better quality in terms of  
the fish we do actually take from the stock.”

Andrew Pillar, Interfish Plymouth

COMMENT
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“We’ve had massive savings in terms of the 
work we do, it’s not hard to sort the catch 
and there’s less maintenance of the nets 
needed. The amount of discards that used  
to be in the cod-ends compared to what’s 
there now with the new net was clear for us 
all to see. I’m very happy with the results.”

Sean Irvine, Skipper and co-owner of the Geeske

COMMENT

“We have seen a big decrease in the amount 
of stuff getting thrown back overboard. 
Nobody has ever listened to the fishermen 
before, but that’s starting to change. This 
last year has been 100% better.”

Dave Langdon, Langdon & Philips trawler owners, Brixham

COMMENT



Gallery
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Life onboard the Devon beam trawlers during Project 50%.
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Length–frequency graphs on the discard reductions
obtained with the new trawl nets.

Appendix

Fish length (cm)

Fish length (cm)

Discarded fish (all species) reduced  by 63% in the Barentszee new net

0

1,000

2,000

3,000

4,000

5,000

Nu
m

be
r o

f fi
sh

 d
is

ca
rd

ed
Nu

m
be

r o
f fi

sh
 d

is
ca

rd
ed

0

3,500

3,000

2,500

2,000

1,500

1,000

500

Discarded fish (all species) reduced  
by 60% in the Korenbloem new net

5

5

10

10

15

15

20

20

25

25

30

30

35

35

40

40

45

45

50

50

55

55

60

60

65

65

70

70

Standard net (11,700 discarded fish)

Korenbloem new net (4,600 discarded fish)

Standard net (11,744 discarded fish)

Barentszee new net (4,336 discarded fish)



32

Nu
m

be
r o

f fi
sh

 d
is

ca
rd

ed

0

3,000

2,500

2,000

1,500

1,000

500

Nu
m

be
r o

f fi
sh

 d
is

ca
rd

ed
Nu

m
be

r o
f fi

sh
 d

is
ca

rd
ed

Discarded fish (all species) reduced by 25% in the Kerrie Marie new net (MK 1)
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Discarded fish (all species) reduced  
by 68% in the Christina new net
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Discarded fish (all species) reduced  by 66% in the Carhelmar new net

Discarded fish (all species) reduced by 

52% in the Kerrie Marie new net (MK 2)

Discarded fish (all species) reduced  
by 41% in the Lloyd Tyler new net
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Photograph credits:

Richard Chamberlain (selected photographs of 

MFV Admiral Grenville); PK Photography Exeter 

(photographs of Michael Caines and Exeter event); 

all other photographs Simon Armstrong (Cefas).



This report has been 
compiled by Dr Andy Revill 
and Simon Armstrong (Cefas)

Simon Armstrong

Dr Andy Revill
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The Centre for Environment, Fisheries & Aquaculture Sciences (Cefas) is the UK government’s 
foremost source of marine evidence and impartial expert advice. Its internationally renowned 
applied science helps to shape and implement policy and to manage risks to the environment, 
people and businesses. Its primary focus is to support the sustainable management of UK inshore 
and shelf seas, and the associated food, energy and environmental resources. Cefas’ capabilities 
extend into freshwater systems (including aquaculture), estuarine environments and oceans. 
Cefas is an executive agency of the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra).

www.cefas.co.uk
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