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Responding to potentially the most damaging classification proposals ever for the Irish shellfish industry, the ISA Executive Committee campaigned vigorously throughout June and July to ensure that bays right around the country were not downgraded in the 2009 classification review. 

“As a result of the ISA’s vigilance and hard work, many producers right around the country can continue to operate in A class waters”, ISA Executive Secretary, Richie Flynn said.

The Association, which agreed the Microbiological Code of Practice on behalf of the industry, had two intensive meetings with the SFPA and produced a detailed document outlining arguments against downgrading almost one-third of all Irish shellfish production areas. The ISA held constructive meetings with the SFPA at their headquarters in Clonakilty where evidence for and against downgrading significant production areas in almost every coastal county were examined. The ISA worked closely with members in each area to gather evidence and compare the proposed downgrades with local knowledge and procedures as outlined in the Code of Practice.

Solutions such as the introduction of new boundaries and seasonal classifications were introduced to reduce the impact of pollution-related spikes on the new 3-year long dataset. The Code of Practice has a number of risk management solutions to counter-balance the increased number of samples used to reach a classification, all of which the ISA insists must be used to keep the industry sustainable.

Richie Flynn said, “The lessons learned from this year’s classification are important for both the industry and the SFPA:

First it is vital that the Micro COP is implemented in full. This means that out of character results must be followed up and a far more pro-active approach to results as they happen is applied. Secondly, the role of local authorities in controlling pollution from urban wastewater discharges is vital and the ISA will be meeting with the EPA who now licence these discharges to ensure that shellfish producers’ rights and livelihoods are protected in future.”

The ISA is insisting that all out of character or anomalous results are investigated as per the COP and that results which are obtained without being fully backed up by the procedures outlined in the code should not be included as valid results in future classification reviews.

The full classification is available at www.sfpa.ie 

Meeting with EPA

The ISA will meet with senior officials in the Environmental Protection Agency in September to brief them on industry concerns regarding urban wastewater treatment. 

The EPA are now responsible for licencing over 500 discharge points around the country which are run or owned by local authorities. Under recent legislation the EPA must issue licences for each discharge and many licence applications have already been advertised in the national and local press. The ISA will ask the EPA to recognise the importance of the shellfish sector and its specific needs and regulatory responsibilities. “A clean environment combined with transparency of information and respect for our needs as food producers will mean safe shellfish and viable businesses for our members.” Said ISA Chairman, Flor Harrington. 

AZA Battle Rages On

Following the publication earlier this year of a proposal by the European Food Safety Authority to halve the limit for AZA in cooked and raw shellfish (to 16 micrograms/gram in processed and 8 micrograms in live mussels) the ISA led a strong and vocal campaign in Ireland and Europe against the proposals which are scientifically dubious and totally discriminatory against Ireland. ISA representative on the MSSC, Finian O’Sullivan said, “EFSA used an average portion of 400gms to come up with these figures and have taken no account whatsoever that rest of the EU still only tests using the bioassay. In addition, the process of cooking mussels evaporates liquid which then appears to be a concentration of toxins. We have used the limit of 16 micrograms in raw product very successfully in Ireland and have argued strongly that it should even be increased. Any move to decrease this limit will have an immediate and disastrous effect on the Irish rope mussel sector.”

The ISA has won the support of the all the agencies involved in regulating toxins in Ireland, including the SFPA, FSAI, Marine Institute and BIM against the move. The Association has also won the support of the European Mollusc Producers Association and has had two constructive meetings with the European Commission to put the case against a reduction directly to those who will eventually make a decision to bring new limits into force in Europe.

An official meeting in Autumn of all member states will review several EFSA proposals on shellfish toxins including AZA and Ireland must make its opposition to reducing AZA limits clearly heard around that table.


The ISA has called a national meeting of gigas oyster producers along with the Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food, BIM, the SFPA and the Marine Institute for the Irish Farm Centre, Bluebell, Dublin 12 on Tuesday 15th September to discuss the major challenges facing the industry and to agree an action plan to stabilise and move the sector forward.

The gigas sector is facing unprecedented pressure from a number of fronts:

· Market pressure forced by external economic factors have driven demand and prices down for Irish oysters. 

· Ongoing blockages to licencing and grant aid caused by the Government’s neglect of its NATURA 2000 obligations has caused stagnation in the sector by reducing the ability to review current production, sell or transfer sites or bring new sites into production. 


· Problems with mortalities in France in 2008 and 2009 disrupted trade and have had very serious negative effects on traditional buyers of Irish oysters in France. 

· From June onwards, producers in 13 bays in Ireland experienced very serious mortalities in seed due to unknown causes, requiring urgent action to replace seed in order to keep businesses going in 2010.

· Three exceptionally wet years have caused spikes in e.coli levels in many bays, threatening to downgrade the status of some areas from vital A classification.

These setbacks to the valuable Irish oyster sector must be recognised, evaluated and acted upon. The ISA is calling together a meeting of oyster producers in September to develop an action plan for the Irish gigasOyster Industry.

More info on www.ifa.ie

“Bord Snip” neglects grant aid and services 
Responding to the proposal in the Colm McCarthy report to abolish BIM – the only solid proposal relating to the seafood sector - IFA Aquaculture said that no Government could walk away from the development of the seafood industry or coastal areas and the massive socio-economic and political consequences. The organisation acknowledged that the time for an overhaul of services and supports for the sector was long overdue but the report had overlooked glaring inefficiencies and blockages to job and export development.

IFA Aquaculture Executive Secretary, Richie Flynn, said, “The Government must grasp the opportunity to develop indigenous seafood businesses and tap into the potential to create jobs and exports in the seafood sector. Interdepartmental wrangling and hot air has been the only response to the crisis in licensing and grant aid for the aquaculture sector where some businesses have been waiting for up to five years for responses to licence applications. Simply abolishing BIM does nothing to enhance the sector and is a lazy and retrograde recommendation that reveals a flawed analysis of the sector. Industry needs a strong, pro-active development body to help entrepreneurs drive forward. Businesses around the coast want a one-stop shop with a private sector ethos where licencing, grant aid, technical issues, short-term R&D and innovation is provided and fostered to sustainably exploit the hugely valuable coastline and marine resources which are vital for our national economy.”

 IFA Aquaculture met with BIM in August to review the organisation’s direction and will be making representations to Government for a stronger, more positive service to industry.




Irish Shellfish Association defends water quality





Licence and regulation issues highlighted to Oireachtas


The ISA recently highlighted several important issues impacting on industry to the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (July 15th,published on Oireachtas.ie). ISA vice-chair, Cliona Mhic Giolla Chuda, told the committee: “ We need to get licences moving as this is one of the biggest blocks to people obtaining finance from banks to invest in their businesses.” Other topics dealt with by the delegation included, pollution, “As the recent EPA report on sewage treatment in towns and villages has confirmed, local authorities have for far too long used the sea as a dumping ground for human waste. Fish farmers have been alone among those who claim to support the environment in pointing out this scandal. The Irish Shellfish Association was forced to bring the Government to the European Court of Justice to persuade it to implement the shellfish waters directive. The imbalance in the system is that the only ones punished for the sins of the local authorities are the fish farmers, by way of classification and by way of severe restrictions on the outlets for their products due to the deterioration of the shellfish waters. It is time the coastal county councils cleaned up their acts before Brussels starts imposing fines on the country for failing to protect the shellfish waters.” 


The oyster mortality issue was also raised, with the ISA saying that it wanted to “find reasonable solutions to the farmers whose stocks are dying at the moment. As an industry we want to work with the Marine Institute to find solutions and alternatives, but we are being hampered by the lack of grant aid available for short-term research, and the complete blockage in the licensing system is leaving producers with little or no choice as to where they can farm stocks.”


The ISA woman concluded, “We are suffocating under a burden of over-regulation and useless form-filling and box-ticking. If we are to create jobs and have a vibrant industry we need wholehearted support from the Government and State agencies and we need to make it easy for people to produce and to be efficient, to make money and create jobs.”
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