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The need for mandatory remote electronic monitoring 

on commercial vessels fishing in UK waters, including 

those under 10m in length – for bycatch monitoring 

and mitigation – Wildlife and Countryside Link Briefing 
 

10th July 2026 

 

This briefing is on behalf of nature and animal welfare coalition Wildlife and Countryside 

Link (Link) and explains why remote electronic monitoring (REM) programmes should be 

expanded to commercial fishing vessels-under 10m in length in English waters.  

 

 

 
 

REM is needed for under-10m vessels 

Current monitoring coverage of fishing in UK waters is extremely low. Government-led 

bycatch monitoring programmes using observers have only achieved average annual 

monitoring coverage of less than 1% of days at sea. They also cover only UK boats, not foreign 

boats in UK waters. These low monitoring levels make precise bycatch estimates difficult,1 

result in a lack of data on hotspots for bycatch,2 and make it difficult to effectively monitor 

and target mitigation measures.3 

 
1 JNCC, 2024: Gap analysis on the monitoring of marine bird bycatch by British vessels 
2 UK Bycatch Monitoring Programme, 2026: UK Bycatch Monitoring Programme Report for 2022 
3 Marine Management Organisation, 2025: MMO Stage 4: Harbour Porpoise Bycatch Management Options 
Draft 

Executive summary  

Smaller vessels are likely responsible for the majority of all bycatch for harbour porpoises, 

seabirds and seals, and are responsible for a large amount of bycatch of other species, 

including protected bony fish and elasmobranchs. To better assess bycatch levels, as well 

as identify bycatch hotspots and the impact of mitigation measures, it is essential to 

increase monitoring of smaller vessels. Current plans to rollout REM in English seas must 

be extended to boats under 10m as the most effective way to increase monitoring 

coverage. This will help monitor effectiveness of mitigation in reducing and eliminating 

bycatch and progress towards GES, MPA and Fisheries Act targets and objectives. 

https://www.wcl.org.uk/
https://data.jncc.gov.uk/data/419e4128-c099-4be3-ae3e-35b313a59561/jncc-report-761.pdf
https://www.smru.st-andrews.ac.uk/reports/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/harbour-porpoise-bycatch-management-options
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/harbour-porpoise-bycatch-management-options
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Remote electronic monitoring (REM), alongside the use of observers, is a viable and tested 

method of increasing monitoring coverage of bycatch, as well as delivering on multiple other 

monitoring objectives. The overall benefits of REM are well known and explored in the Link 

member papers TransparentSea and WWF: Remote Electronic Monitoring. 

REM is being rolled out to certain UK fisheries, including fixed and drift nets vessels over 10m 

in English waters of the Celtic Sea and English Channel, due to these benefits. This will assist 

in filling some existing gaps in monitoring coverage for sensitive species bycatch. However, 

under 10m vessels are not covered by this programme, which is a major gap in bycatch 

monitoring due to the high bycatch impact of the under-10m fleet.  

UK net fisheries (comprising fixed and drift nets) are responsible for the majority of marine 

mammal (cetacean and seal) bycatch in the UK;4 the majority of seabird bycatch in English 

waters;5 and a large amount of protected bony fish6 and elasmobranch bycatch.7 Crucially, 

approximately 85% of net effort, measured by days at sea, is undertaken by under 10m 

vessels.8 Smaller vessels are therefore likely responsible for a majority of bycatch in the UK 

for harbour porpoises,9 seabirds10 and seals,11 as well as being responsible for significant 

bycatch of other species, such as protected fish. REM must therefore be extended to under-

10m vessels to effectively monitor bycatch in this high risk fishery. 

REM is viable for under-10m vessels 

The UK Government’s consultation response maintains that “it is not proportionate or 

practical currently to include this [under 10m] section of the fleet”. However, international 

examples demonstrate that REM is practical for small vessels and for 100% fleet coverage in 

large fleets. Trials in the Netherlands successfully included gillnet boats ranging from 5m to 

14m.12 A long running trial in Denmark monitoring gillnet fisheries included under 10m 

 
4 UK Bycatch Monitoring Programme 
5 Northridge et al., 2020: Preliminary estimates of seabird bycatch by UK vessels in UK and adjacent waters 
6 Elliot et al., 2023: Modelling the distribution of rare and data-poor diadromous fish at sea for protected area 
management 
7 UK Bycatch Monitoring Programme 
8 Northridge et al., 2020: Preliminary estimates of seabird bycatch by UK vessels in UK and adjacent waters 
9 Coram and Northridge, 2018: Bycatch and Mitigation Approaches in Harbour Porpoise Special Areas of 
Conservation  
10 Northridge et al., 2020: Preliminary estimates of seabird bycatch by UK vessels in UK and adjacent waters 
11 Seal bycatch is concentrated almost entirely in net fisheries (SCOS ,2025: Scientific advice on matters related 
to the management of seal populations: 2025) of which the majority of fishing effort is carried out by under 
10m vessels as above. 
12 Scheidat, Couperus and Siemensma, 2018: Electronic monitoring of incidental bycatch of harbour porpoise 
(Phocoena phocoena) in the Dutch bottom set gillnet fishery (September 2013 to March 2017) 

https://www.mcsuk.org/ocean-emergency/sustainable-seafood/our-sustainable-seafood-work/transparentsea/
https://www.wwf.org.uk/sites/default/files/2017-10/Remote%20Electronic%20Monitoring%20in%20UK%20Fisheries%20Management_WWF.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/remote-electronic-monitoring/outcome/summary-of-responses-and-government-response
https://www.smru.st-andrews.ac.uk/reports/
https://research-repository.st-andrews.ac.uk/bitstream/handle/10023/28636/14932_ME6024PrelimestseabirdbycatchinUKfisheries19Oct2020rev_1.pdf;jsessionid=E3E87D7D97A0141138129632F6BD4886?sequence=1
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0079661122001835
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0079661122001835
https://www.smru.st-andrews.ac.uk/reports/
https://research-repository.st-andrews.ac.uk/bitstream/handle/10023/28636/14932_ME6024PrelimestseabirdbycatchinUKfisheries19Oct2020rev_1.pdf;jsessionid=E3E87D7D97A0141138129632F6BD4886?sequence=1
https://randd.defra.gov.uk/ProjectDetails?ProjectId=20404
https://randd.defra.gov.uk/ProjectDetails?ProjectId=20404
https://research-repository.st-andrews.ac.uk/bitstream/handle/10023/28636/14932_ME6024PrelimestseabirdbycatchinUKfisheries19Oct2020rev_1.pdf;jsessionid=E3E87D7D97A0141138129632F6BD4886?sequence=1
https://www.smru.st-andrews.ac.uk/files/2026/02/SCOS-2025.pdf
https://www.smru.st-andrews.ac.uk/files/2026/02/SCOS-2025.pdf
https://edepot.wur.nl/466450
https://edepot.wur.nl/466450
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vessels.13 Fully operational REM programmes have included full coverage for fleets of up to 

200 vessels in North America.14 

Specific technologies have been developed to adapt REM systems to smaller vessels and 

decrease their cost. 2-camera systems suitable for deployment on smaller vessels are already 

cheaper than 4-camera systems required for larger vessels.15 Specific technologies are also 

being developed to adapt for the layouts and power requirements of a range of small 

vessels.16 Artificial intelligence is already being deployed to analyse REM footage, and could 

massively decrease video analysis costs.17 

These developments make it feasible to expand REM fleet-wide. Whilst the aim should be for 

all commercial vessels fishing in UK waters to be required to have REM, the immediate priority 

should be to expand REM to all net fisheries in English waters. This must include vessels under 

10m, given the known high bycatch impact of these vessels. This should take the form of 

expanding the current planned rollout of REM to fixed and drift nets from 2027 to cover all 

commercial boats and all fishing areas in English seas. 

Placement of cameras will be an important consideration for maximising benefits of REM for 

bycatch monitoring. The proportion of porpoises that drop out of static gillnets before they 

are hauled onboard the fishing vessel has been estimated to vary between 18-50 per cent in 

different types of fisheries.18 As a result, cameras should be positioned to enable accurate 

drop-out rates to be included in analysis of bycatch rates.  

Monitoring objectives for REM for under-10m vessels 

Expanding REM to vessels under 10m, as part of a comprehensive, effective, consistent 

monitoring programme should have the following monitoring objectives to fill the evidence 

gaps identified in current bycatch monitoring: 

 
13 WWF, 2020: What’s in the Net? Using camera technology to monitor, and support mitigation of, wildlife 
bycatch in fisheries  
14 van Helmond et al., 2019: Electronic monitoring in fisheries: Lessons from global experiences and future 
opportunities 
15 WWF, 2020: What’s in the Net? Using camera technology to monitor, and support mitigation of, wildlife 
bycatch in fisheries 
16 Sfeir et al., 2023: Remote electronic monitoring technology solution for small and big and big scale fisheries 
17 Saqib et al., 2024: Fishing event detection and species classification using computer vision and artificial 
intelligence for electronic monitoring 
18 Moan et al., 2020: Assessing the impact of fisheries-related mortality of harbour porpoise (Phocoena 
phocoena) caused by incidental bycatch in the dynamic Norwegian gillnet fisheries & Kindt-Larsen et al., 2012: 
Observing incidental harbour porpoise Phocoena phocoena bycatch by remote electronic monitoring & 
Tregenza et al., 1997: Harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena) by-catch in set gillnets in the Celtic Sea 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5fb210d07f71d5494d254bb9/t/5fd96b15c8b220041ce76002/1608084290843/2020-WWF-Whats-inthe-net-REM.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5fb210d07f71d5494d254bb9/t/5fd96b15c8b220041ce76002/1608084290843/2020-WWF-Whats-inthe-net-REM.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/faf.12425
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/faf.12425
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5fb210d07f71d5494d254bb9/t/5fd96b15c8b220041ce76002/1608084290843/2020-WWF-Whats-inthe-net-REM.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5fb210d07f71d5494d254bb9/t/5fd96b15c8b220041ce76002/1608084290843/2020-WWF-Whats-inthe-net-REM.pdf
https://iotc.org/sites/default/files/documents/2023/03/IOTC-2023-WGEMS03-04.pdf
https://iotc.org/sites/default/files/documents/2023/03/IOTC-2023-WGEMS03-04.pdf
https://iotc.org/sites/default/files/documents/2023/03/IOTC-2023-WGEMS03-04.pdf
https://academic.oup.com/icesjms/article/77/7-8/3039/5986658?login=false
https://academic.oup.com/icesjms/article/77/7-8/3039/5986658?login=false
https://www.int-res.com/articles/esr_oa/n019p075.pdf
https://www.int-res.com/articles/esr_oa/n019p075.pdf
https://academic.oup.com/icesjms/article/54/5/896/751546?login=false
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• Obtaining a more accurate assessment of ETP bycatch levels across marine mammals, 

seabirds, elasmobranchs and protected bony fish species. 

• Identifying hotspots for ETP bycatch, including data on high risk times of the year and 

locations for bycatch to inform targeted/urgent bycatch mitigation measures. 

• Measuring and quantifying the effectiveness of ETP bycatch mitigation measures. 

Contribution to nature targets of REM for under-10m vessels 

Expanding REM to smaller vessels that have a high bycatch impact is essential to monitoring 

progress towards, and achieving, government nature targets. 

The UK Marine Strategy Part One assessment of progress towards GES has so far failed to 

include an assessment of the impact of seabird bycatch and sensitive fish bycatch because 

the data are so poor.19 Increasing REM coverage is crucial to fill these gaps and allow a full 

assessment of progress towards GES, as is legally required. REM will also increase confidence 

in the assessment of the impact of bycatch on other species. This in turn will inform policies 

to minimise bycatch to achieve GES. 

The UK Government’s legally binding target in the Environment Act 2021 is for at least 70% 

of protected features in MPAs to be in favourable condition by 2042, with the remainder in 

recovering condition. Bycatch is currently threatening site integrity in the two English harbour 

porpoise MPAs.20 To meet this target, the Government will therefore need to reduce harbour 

porpoise bycatch. REM can help target bycatch reduction measures, monitor progress in 

reducing bycatch, and monitor the effectiveness of mitigation measures introduced through 

Stage 4 fisheries management measures. Where fish and seabirds are a designated feature of 

MPAs, REM can also help monitor the impact of bycatch on seabirds and non-target fish 

species and inform necessary management measures. 

Finally, the Fisheries Act 2020 requires the UK and devolved governments to set out policies 

to minimise and, where possible, eliminate incidental catches of sensitive species. To achieve 

this objective, the Joint Fisheries Statement (JFS) references the role of the fisheries policies 

authorities in delivering the UK Bycatch Mitigation Initiative (BMI). Specifically the JFS 

references the aims of the BMI of “improving understanding of bycatch through scientific 

monitoring and research, identifying bycatch ‘hotspots’ of high risk, developing and adopting 

effective mitigation measures, supporting fishers to implement mitigation measures, and 

working with international partners to reduce the bycatch of sensitive species globally”. 

 
19 DEFRA, 2026: UK Marine Strategy Part One: Updated assessment and Good Environmental Status 
20 Marine Management Organisation, 2025: MMO Stage 4: Harbour Porpoise Bycatch Management Options 
Draft 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/69c6a72f4a06660f0854438b/UK_marine_strategy_part_one_update_2026.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/harbour-porpoise-bycatch-management-options
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/harbour-porpoise-bycatch-management-options
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Expanding REM is necessary to increase bycatch monitoring, target bycatch mitigation, and 

monitor its effectiveness in reducing bycatch, and therefore is essential in meeting the 

objectives of the Fisheries Act and Joint Fisheries Statement. The Joint Fisheries Statement 

also states “where necessary, the national fisheries authorities will work with industry and 

stakeholders to develop and set out broader policies to achieve these objectives or fishery-

specific policies within the relevant FMP [Fisheries Management Plan]”. Many FMPs state that 

additional evidence is required to understand sensitive species bycatch in the fishery and 

develop mitigation measures. Expanding REM is therefore essential to meeting the aims of 

FMPs. 

 

Wildlife and Countryside Link (Link) is the largest nature coalition in England, bringing 

together 97 organisations to use their joint voice for the protection of the natural world and 

animals.  

 

For questions or further information please contact: 

Tom Ash, Senior Policy Officer, Wildlife and Countryside Link E: tom@wcl.org.uk 

Wildlife & Countryside Link, Vox Studios, 1 – 45 Durham Street, Vauxhall, London, SE11 5JH 

www.wcl.org.uk  

 

The following organisations have inputted into this briefing and support the expansion of 

REM to smaller vessels under 10m: 

 

Seal Research Trust 

Angling Trust 

RSPB 

Institute of Fisheries Management (IFM) 

Environmental Investigation Agency (EIA) 

Angling Trust 

ORCA 

Shark Trust 

Whale and Dolphin Conservation (WDC) 

WWF-UK 

 

http://www.wcl.org.uk/

