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INTRODUCTION: DEFINING/DISTINGUISHING ATTRIBUTES  
The thriving fishing industry of the Southern England region has been documented from 
the seventh century onwards. Early methods of fishing include net-fishing and shellfish 
collection. In both coast and inland towns, the conduct of fishmongers’ trade was strictly 
regulated. 
 
The commercial fishing industry now operates from 27 ports and harbours along the 
Southern England coast. The wide variety of fish along this coast has encouraged local 
fishermen to be versatile and many of the inshore boats are equipped to work a number 
of fishing methods corresponding to seasonal fisheries. This flexibility has also allowed 
them to exploit new species and to cope with frequently changing market conditions 
(Walmslet & Pawwon, 2006).  
 

 
 

The Hastings fishing industry continues to thrive (© Maritime Archaeology Ltd) 
 
Methods of fishing in the offshore Southern England region include shellfish dredging, 
bottom trawling and pelagic trawling. These waters are in the transitional waters 
between Atlantic and Eastern Channel so that there is diverse mix of species, some of 
which are close to their limits of distribution. Fish species include valuable commercial 
species such as plaice, sole, bass, herring and mackerel (LDA Design, 2010).  
 
Bait digging takes place on the intertidal zones of the region for example at the Hamble 
River, Pagham Harbour, and the Keyhaven and Pennington Nature Reserve.  
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HISTORICAL PROCESSES; COMPONENTS, FEATURES AND VARIABILITY 
The coastline of Southern England has been inhabited for millennia, and although there 
is little direct evidence from this region for very early fishing techniques, it is very likely 
that the maritime resource would have been exploited.  
 
 

 
 

Fishermen’s stores, Hastings, 1956 (© English Heritage) 
 
The thriving fishing industry of the region has been documented from the seventh 
century onwards. Although undoubtedly apocryphal, Bede records that St Wilfrid taught 
the people of Sussex the art of net-fishing when he visited the county in 681. At the 
time of the Domesday survey the fisheries in the area were extensive. 
 
The value of the fisheries in Christchurch was recognised in the thirteenth century, with 
manorial records from 1299 recording a total of £11 5s from salmon, ‘white fish’, 
lamprey and ‘de piscaria cum alveis’. Christchurch lamprey fisheries continued to be 
active into the fifteenth century (Hewitt, 1912). 
 
There are numerous historical references to the fish trade in the accounts of 
Southampton. In 1310 a fleet of nine fishing boats entered Southampton with mackerel 
valued at £13 18s 4d, with 3s 3/4d paid in customs duty (Hewitt, 1912). In both coast 
and inland towns, the conduct of fishmongers’ trade was strictly regulated. In the 
Ordinance of 1409 it was decreed that no fishmonger was to sell his fish secretly and in 
summer not before 6th hour (and in winter, the 7th hour) in the morning on pain of 
forfeiture of the fish sold (Hewitt, 1912). The Ancient Ordinances of Guild Merchant of 
Southampton decreed that “none might sell fish unless caught it himself or bought it 
beyond Calshot”. Fish brought to the port in boats or ships was not to be brought ashore 
unless requisite permission given by bailiffs (Hewitt, 1912). 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bede�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wilfrid�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Domesday_survey�


Southern England Regional Perspective/Fishing/Fishing 
 

 3 

From the early 1800s, fishermen off the shores of the Isle of Wight were engaged in 
fishing for shrimps, crabs, prawns and lobsters (Hewitt, 1912). By the early nineteenth 
century, the Emsworth Channel was frequented ‘by persons from Portsmouth’ for eel-
spearing, and flounder-catching. Although the fishery at Langstone Harbour was 
considered 14 years earlier to be ‘ in a declining condition’, a large variety of fish was 
available including mullet, bass, turbot, cod, whiting, dabs and occasionally herring 
(Hewitt, 1912). 
 
In the Modern period the wide variety of fish along this coast has encouraged local 
fishermen to be versatile. Many of the inshore boats are equipped to work a number of 
fishing methods (Walmslet & Pawwon, 2006), and this flexibility has allowed them to 
exploit new species and to cope with frequently changing market conditions. Typical 
examples in recent years have been the expansion of the spider crab market, a whelk 
boom, increased demand for cuttlefish, a halving of oyster prices and the expansion of 
the velvet crab fishery (Walmslet & Pawwon, 2006). 
 
Valuable fishing activities in inshore waters include including line fishing, netting, potting 
and shellfish collecting. These generally involve small to medium sized boats, and are of 
significant commercial and recreational value (LDA Design, 2010).  
 
Potting for crabs occurs for most of the year, with prawns also caught by this method in 
some of the harbours and bays, especially Poole Bay. Other shellfish collected include 
whelks which have become an important resource over the last few years (Walmslet and 
Pawwon, 2006), and were the most important commercial species in terms of volume 
landed in the South East in 2006 (Cappell and Nimmo, 2007). Whelks are landed at 
ports including Eastbourne, Poole and Portsmouth, Selsey and Shoreham (James et al, 
2010).  
 
Periwinkles are collected from the Medina River on the Isle of Wight and also by hand 
along the Sussex coastline between 15th May and 15th September in accordance with a 
Sussex SFC byelaw (James et al, 2010).  
 

 
 

Fishing boat and equipment in Newhaven (© Maritime Archaeology Ltd) 
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Netting is an important economic activity. Along the Sussex coastline it undertaken by 
beach boats setting nets from the low water mark or larger boats (over 10m) working 
from harbours such as Newhaven and Shoreham. The main fishing activity is with 
trammel and gill nets to take mainly sole and plaice with some rays, cod and bass 
(Walmslet & Pawwon, 2006). There are licensed salmon and sea trout seine net fisheries 
in the Beaulieu River, Christchurch Harbour and Poole Harbour, and there are licensed 
fisheries for eels in many of the estuaries and harbours within this district. Problems 
with weed and the success of using sand-eels as bait for bass has prompted many 
commercial fishermen to switch from netting to rod and lining. 
 
Methods of fishing in the offshore Southern England region include shellfish dredging, 
potting, bottom trawling and pelagic trawling. Fish species include valuable commercial 
species such as plaice, sole, bass, herring and mackerel (LDA Design, 2010). Shellfish 
dredging is common off the Sussex coast, and native oysters are dredged in the west of 
the district. Principal lobster and crab fisheries occur off Selsey and Eastbourne, and 
lobsters have provided an improving income for the majority of potters during the 
summer (Walmslet and Pawwon, 2006). Scallop dredging is also important to the 
region’s fisheries industry, with Shoreham and Newhaven landing over 85% of the total 
volume caught (Cappell and Nimmo, 2007).  
 
Shoals of cuttlefish and squid appear close inshore in summer and are caught in trawls, 
fixed and drift nets and pots. Both species are of particular importance to the trawler 
fleet, especially during periods when quota regulations severely limit the quantity of 
white fish landed (Walmslet and Pawwon, 2006). Cuttlefish landings have increased 
greatly since the 1980s. It is thought that this is due to a combination of an increase in 
its market value (Dunn 1999) and a lack of restrictions compared with other commercial 
species (Royer et al, 2006, Clark 2007). Other non-quota stocks targeted by trawlers 
include black bream, bass and red mullet (Walmslet & Pawwon, 2006).  
 
Bait digging takes place on the intertidal zones of the region for example at the Hamble 
River, and is permitted under licence at Pagham Harbour and the Keyhaven and 
Pennington Nature Reserve. The Poole Harbour Steering Group has produced a leaflet 
laying out a code for bait diggers to follow to ensure that the damage to mudflats in 
wildlife in the area is minimised (www.pooleharbouraqmp.co.uk/pdf/bait_digging.pdf). 
 
Warehousing and storage facilities are important distinctive components of this 
Character Type. There are daily landings of local boats along much of the Sussex coast 
with catches sold either directly from fish stalls where they are landed (eg at 
Eastbourne) or taken to the markets at Rye, Hastings or Brighton (Walmslet & Pawwon, 
2006).  
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Stalls in Hastings selling fresh fish (© Maritime Archaeology Ltd) 
 
VALUES AND PERCEPTIONS 
The livelihoods of fishing communities are intimately tied to the productivity of the seas, 
and there are deep cultural attachments associated with fishing. Brighton continues to 
hold its Annual Mackerel Fair and the “Blessing of the Nets”, an annual event held as a 
reminder of the historic roots of Brighton as a small fishing village. 
 
The infrastructure associated with this Character Type can be an important part of the 
present character of small towns and villages, attracting tourists and day trippers who 
congregate around seafood stalls at many of the coastal destinations of the region. At 
Hastings there are stalls selling fresh fish amongst the historic net sheds, and in Selsey 
stalls along the sea-wall sell locally caught fish and shellfish, including crab, whelks and 
cockles. 
 
Offshore fishing is remote from the coast and only visible on clear days. As it does not 
so widely connect with the local tourist economy it is viewed as a more strictly 
‘commercial’ undertaking without tourist industry spin-offs. 
 
Overall the fishing industry still provides many jobs in the Southern England region and 
is therefore viewed as a major employer who contributes significantly to the regional 
economy. 
 
 
RESEARCH, AMENITY AND EDUCATION 
Trawling and dredging off the Southern England coast have recovered material that 
otherwise would have gone undetected. Initiatives like the British Marine Aggregate 
Producers Association (BMAPA)-English Heritage (EH) Protocol for Reporting Finds of 
Archaeological Interest have raised the public and professional profile of submerged 
archaeology and demonstrated that collaboration between industry and regulators is 
possible and beneficial (BMAPA & English Heritage 2005). 
 
Issues of over-exploitation of fish stocks are contributing to raise public awareness of 
sustainability issues surrounding this Character Type. These issues have been 
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highlighted by the Marine Stewardship Council (www.msc.org) and Sea Fish 
(www.seafish.org). Research is being undertaken by the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP), 
is also taking place on the current fishing industry addressing socio-economic impacts 
(http://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/cfp_en.htm).  
 
Some towns and villages in the region are very proud of their long links with the fishing 
industry and have opened museums to celebrate this. Brighton has its own Fishing 
Quarter which includes stalls selling fresh fish, traditional clinker built boats which have 
been restored by our the Fishing Quarter workshop, and plays host to the Annual 
Mackerel Fair and the “Blessing of the Nets”. The Brighton Fishing Museum traces the 
story of the fishing community in the town.  
 

 
 

Brighton Fishing Quarter (© Maritime Archaeology Ltd) 
 
Hastings Fishermen's Museum is one of the town's most popular tourist attractions and 
attracts over 140,000 people every year (www.hastingsfish.co.uk.museum). 
 

http://www.msc.org/�
http://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/cfp_en.htm�
http://www.hastingsfish.co.uk.museum/�
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The Stade, Hastings, home to the Hastings Fishermen’s Museum (© Maritime 
Archaeology Ltd) 

 
CONDITION AND FORCES FOR CHANGE 
Modern fishing methods have greatly reduced many fish stocks putting several species 
at risk of extinction (www.msc.org). The decline of some species in the region is thought 
to be a result of pollution. This is particularly so in the case of bass, which has led to the 
designation of specified bass nursery areas which are located in harbours and fall under 
fishing restrictions (Hampshire County Council, 2010) 
 
An issue that has been encountered off the Sussex coast is that fishing grounds out to 6 
miles offshore have become saturated with nets as fishermen try to maintain catch 
levels. Conflicts between fixed net and beam trawler crews have intensified as static 
gear fishermen set nets further offshore in search of improved catches. (Walmslet & 
Pawwon, 2006) 
 
Better technology, changes in fisheries control and increased economic demand could 
result in more aquaculture development. In addition, fishing restrictions as a result of 
the creation of Marine Conservation Zones (MCZs) under the Marine and Coastal Access 
Act 2009 may affect fishing patterns and activities. MCZs will be subject to management 
plans which may change types and numbers of boats in these waters and the areas 
where they work, with potential for corresponding changes to areas affected on the 
seafloor. Other changes may result from reforms arising from the Common Fisheries 
Policy review in 2012. 
 
There are a number of factors that could affect the character of deep water offshore 
fishing areas through effects on fisheries. Apart from the sustainability issues 
surrounding the fisheries themselves, these include marine pollution, damage to 
seabed/reef habitats from mobile fishing gear and fishing restrictions resulting from 
conservation designations (Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) and MCZs). These 
could also have effects on inshore waters if trawlers move closer inshore to compensate 
(LDA Design 2010). 
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Climate change predictions suggest that increased storminess and extreme weather 
events may affect the UK coast and waters, with average water temperatures forecast to 
rise. The effect of this may be to alter physical oceanography and ecology, particularly 
target species distribution, and the usage patterns and types of activities taking place in 
offshore waters. For example, increased storminess might affect how far and how often 
small boats are able to move offshore. 
 
Sea dredging and beam trawling may impact upon known seabed obstructions and as 
yet unknown wrecks. This would take the form of both direct damage to wreck structure 
contents and setting, and the destabilisation of sites resulting in renewed corrosion and 
potential decay (Val Baker et al 2007). Initiatives such as the Aggregates Levy 
Sustainability Fund (ALSF) distributed by English Heritage have demonstrated that 
collaboration between regulators, the heritage sector and the aggregates industry is 
beneficial and necessary to encourage an environmentally friendly extraction and ensure 
the conservation of the historic environment for present and future generations (see 
Dellino-Musgrave 2007). 
 
 
RARITY AND VULNERABILITY 
Fishing in the Southern England region has a long and complex history and contributes 
to a distinctive and important aspect in the history of fisheries in England.  
 
Fishing in the Southern England region is vulnerable to the pressures of climate change, 
overfishing, changes in fishery control and marine pollution. 
 
Alongside the existing consumer pressure for more sustainable fishing practices, an  
understanding of historic fishing practices and their impact on their target fish resources 
may contribute to designing measures to ensure the long-term sustainability of sea 
fisheries.. 
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