Keir Starmer faces criticism over EU deal involving fishing rights and defence fund access
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Sir Keir Starmer has faced renewed criticism over a potential agreement with the European Union that involves significant concessions on British fishing rights in exchange for access to a major EU defence fund. The Prime Minister is reportedly close to finalising a "reset" deal with Brussels that would enable British defence firms to compete for a share in a €150 billion EU Security Action for Europe fund, announced last month to boost investments in missile defence, drones, ammunition and cyber security.
Brexiteers and Conservative politicians have expressed strong disapproval of the negotiations. Conservative leader Kemi Badenoch told the Daily Mail, "Every time Labour negotiates, Britain loses. Keir Starmer tried repeatedly to overturn Brexit, and it beggars belief that now he's in government he's selling out our fishing rights. Instead of capitulating to the EU yet again, Labour should be pressing home our Brexit benefits."
Tory environment spokesman Victoria Atkins criticised the move as well, stating, "The EU's Common Fisheries Policy decimated our fishing fleet. When we left, we made real progress, including increased quotas for our fishermen and less access for foreign vessels. But now, Keir Starmer wants to hand our fishing grounds straight back to the French."
The issue centres on the ongoing dispute over fishing quotas. Under the 2020 Brexit agreement negotiated by former Prime Minister Boris Johnson, the UK was scheduled to reclaim 25 per cent of fish-catching rights in its waters by June 2024, reversing previous concessions made prior to the 2016 referendum. There had been hopes that the UK’s share would continue to increase beyond that deadline, but resistance from France and Spain has complicated further progress.
Former environment secretary George Eustice called for negotiations on fishing rights to be halted, asserting, “The UK has the upper hand in current reset negotiations because the EU has most to gain from reduced border checks and defence cooperation. There is no reason to allow freeloading by the EU on British fisheries resources.”
The defence fund itself had originally excluded key British defence companies such as BAE Systems and Babcock, due to the UK not having a formal defence and security pact with the EU. A government source indicated that the UK wants access to the fund’s finances but disputed the notion that such access should come at the cost of UK fishing rights. The source commented, "We want access to EU cash. But do we need it enough to be bending the knee to France's fish demands? No. In fact, they are disparaging the UK sector by acting like they aren't strong enough and we need EU support to be viable. All defence firms need is for the Government to actually place orders."
Government figures reportedly see the EU defence fund as a method of supporting defence firms without direct UK government expenditure. However, critics have questioned how beneficial the fund will be to the UK defence industry overall, urging the government instead to increase orders for British companies.
In addition to fishing and defence terms, the proposed deal is expected to include a form of freedom of movement for young people between the UK and EU. This would involve a "youth experience scheme" allowing young people to study or work in the other jurisdiction for up to a year, with options to extend for one or two more years. This softer mobility scheme is a revision of an earlier EU proposal for a four-year youth mobility agreement, which had previously been rejected by both Labour and Conservative parties before the last general election. There is also talk of a "one in, one out" system proposed by the Home Secretary to manage immigration flow.
The Prime Minister is anticipated to announce the final deal at a UK-EU summit scheduled for 19 May. Commenting on the status of negotiations, a Government spokesman said, "The upcoming UK-EU Summit will cover a range of issues as we look to build a stable and positive relationship that aligns with our national interest. No agreements have been reached and we have always been clear we will protect the interests of our fisheries."
As the UK seeks to manage its post-Brexit relationship with the EU, the upcoming agreement represents a complex balancing act between economic cooperation in defence and safeguarding sovereignty over natural resources such as fishing waters. The outcome and details of the deal will likely continue to prompt debate among politicians and stakeholders on all sides.
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