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Overview

Weather conditions were tough this summer for fishing. Favourable weather conditions promoted excessive growth of seaweed, which remained present most of the summer – this made netting and potting difficult for fishers with most avoiding potting until the weed had diminished. Moving into October two named storms prevented fishers from going to sea as regularly they would like. 

This year the permit cockle fishery took place before the TECFO (Thames Estuary Cockle Fishery Order) fishery with 23 boats successfully landing cockles. The TECFO fishery started later than usual this season with six Kent-based vessels out of a total of 15 licenced vessels.  

The Manila clam trial fishery began on the 3rd of November and will run until the 12th of December. During the trial, officers will be working alongside fishers to assess fleet-level effects on the biology and stocks of Manila clams in the Thames estuary, as well as considering economic viability and how the fishery will be managed. There are five vessels taking part in this year’s trial, two of which have home ports in Kent.

Queenborough
Three suction dredgers are kept in Queenborough; all three vessels fished for cockles during the cockle permit fishery, and two took part in the TECFO fishery.
One fisher who usually trawls during this period took part in the cockle permit fishery with great success. Following this, they skippered a boat in the TECFO cockle fishery on a boat out of Leigh on Sea and are now taking part in the Manila clam trial fishery. One fisher sold a boat and replaced it with a trawler from a neighbouring district. This vessel has been oyster dredging once, unfortunately low demand for native oysters means that prices are low. Other boats have been netting with varied success; catches and time at sea have dropped off since June due to poor weather and other commitments. 

No. of vessels fishing out of Queenborough: 8

Faversham

The fishing vessels in Faversham are all owned by one family who sell their fish locally from their fish stall in Oare. Over summer they have had success catching mullet, flat fish, and, at the end of summer, herring. 

No. of vessels fishing out of Faversham: 3

Whitstable

Whelk catches remained steady until mid-June, after which most fishers brought in their pots for the warmest part of the year. One fisher continued whelking until mid-August, with limited success. Fishers started to work their whelk gear again from the end of September, when weather allowed. This is earlier than previous years, and feedback has been positive - with reports of large whelks and good catches for the time of year.

When the TECFO fishery opened on the 17th August all six of the Kent TECFO cockle fleet completed their full 33 trips and all boats landed their cockles into Whitstable. This year, one additional boat participated in the permit cockle fishery alongside the four suction dredgers. 

Finfish catches have been weak; fishers have been targeting all the usual species of fish but there have been no standout catches and some have been selling locally to the public from their fish stalls. Lobster catches have been steady but recently smaller ones have started to show up. One boat from Whitstable has been providing berried hens to the Whitstable lobster hatchery, which aims to release juvenile lobsters back into the wild to restore and support our native lobster population. The hatchery is expanding their facilities and will be able to hold more hens and accept berried lobsters from more fishers soon. Aside from this, three boats have been oystering, however demand is low and this has influenced the price. 

No. of vessels fishing from Whitstable: 12

Herne Bay

Three trailer-launched commercial boats have been working out of Herne Bay this season, they have been targeting bass using hook and line, and crabs and lobsters using pots, with some occasional netting for mullet. The lobsters this year have been difficult to catch whilst battling against the weed; some fishers moved pots into deeper water or stopped altogether until the weed had departed. Since starting to pot again, reports of lobster catches have been positive. It has been a fruitful year for bass fishing, with high-quality bass fetching a good price at market. However, bass numbers have started to thin out since mid-October.

Recently, another commercial vessel has arrived in Herne Bay but is yet to start fishing. 

Number of vessels fishing from Herne Bay: 3

Ramsgate

Whelking was the main source of income for most Ramsgate fishers during the spring, but as water temperatures increased whelk fishing came to a halt in June. Two boats continued to fish for whelks outside the 6-mile limit where the water is cooler and whelks are more active. 

During the summer months, fishers were netting for soles and hounds, and potting for lobsters and crabs. We had reports that the lobster fishing was better than last year. Two commercial boats were rod and line fishing for bass.

In late summer and into October, fishers continued netting and were catching a wide variety of species including brill and whiting. Bass were also landed as bycatch. This variety of catches continued into October with some large catches of mixed fish. 

No. of vessels fishing from Ramsgate: 13 

Broadstairs
Only one fishing vessel has been fishing out of Broadstairs targeting bass using hook and line.

No. of vessels fishing from Broadstairs: 1

Margate

Of the three vessels in this port, only one is seen regularly fishing using both pots and nets. This boat also took part in its first season in the cockle permit fishery and, after some trial and error, successfully batch dredged for cockles. The local, class A cockle beds allowed the fisherman to sell live cockles to the public. 

No. of vessels fishing from Margate:  3

Deal and Walmer

One boat has been netting from Deal and has been landing catches of bass, skate and herring to sell locally from their fish stall.

No. of vessels fishing from Deal and Walmer: 1

Dover

Commercial activity has been low in Dover; it is mainly a port for unregistered recreational vessels. However, when they do go out, fishers have been targeting bass and mackerel using hook and lines. 

No. of vessels fishing from Dover: 2

Folkestone and Hythe

Folkestone harbours a variety of fishing vessels such as whelk boats, trawlers, netters and one scallop trawler. The whelk boats fished throughout summer and stopped in October; reports say it was a poor season for whelk fishing. Some of these boats also acted as safety boats for cross-channel swims during the summer. Finfish have been caught throughout summer using nets and trawls, the main species being landed was smoothhounds. One fishing boat that had fishing out of Folkestone since 2013 has left the harbour.
In Hythe, one boat has been out regularly and supplying fresh fish to a fishmonger in Hythe keeping their counter full of variety.
No. of vessels fishing in Folkestone and Hythe: 10 

Dungeness

Whelking is a mainstay at Dungeness, but the whelk fishing here stops during the warmest months of the year. During the warmer months fishers turn their attention to lobsters and finfish. Finfish catches have been mainly comprised of smoothhound, with some bass landed as bycatch. Other species included mackerel, gurnard and dabs. 

The boats at Dungeness attempted to whelk fish again in November but sea temperatures were still too warm - the warm water caused bait to go rancid after only a couple of days.

Since the re-opening of the scallop ground on the 1st of November, scallopers from outside of the district have started fishing of Dungeness point in Area B. The influx of trawling activity has resulted in local whelkers having to move gear into shallower water to mitigate the risk of their gear being caught by scallop trawls. 

No. of vessels fishing from Dungeness: 4 

Adam Ayles, Inshore Fisheries and Conservation Officer
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