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Explanations on the ICES advice for 2023 

 

North Sea cod 

Fishing mortality decreased for North Sea cod from very high levels between 2000 and 2016, 
increased sharply again from 2016 onwards, and has now fallen sharply within one year below 
FMSY in 2021. A possible recovery of the spawning stock biomass as response to reduced fishing 
pressure will take several years. The spawning stock biomass has been estimated to be below 
the limit reference point Blim at the beginning of 2022 and therefore still outside safe biological 
limits. 

Moreover, a recovery observed between 2004 and 2015 was limited to the northern part of the 
North Sea. In the southern part, the stock has been at a very low level for decades and 
continues to decline. Climatic changes play a role next to fishing because the North Sea is the 
southern limit for the spatial distribution of cod. Thus, a potential recovery due to reduced 
fishing pressure is expected to occur mainly in the northern part of the North Sea. Overall, after 
1998 the productivity of cod in the North Sea has been very low compared to previous time 
periods. This limits the recovery potential further. 

Based on the MSY approach, ICES recommends a total allowable catch (TAC) of 26,008 tonnes 
for 2023. This constitutes an increase by 63% compared to the TAC in 2022 and by 82% 
compared to last year's ICES advice. The main reason for the more optimistic outlook is a 
predicted further recovery due to comparatively low fishing pressure. The predicted recovery 
takes North Sea cod above Blim with 92.5% probability in 2024 when setting a TAC of 26,008 
tonnes. 
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