British cod stocks near collapse as EU fishing fleets extend access to UK waters
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In the heyday of British fishing, the sturdy red vessel, Royal Charlotte, was a staple in the English Channel, laden with vast catches of cod brought in by the Coker family. Forty years ago, Kent fishermen could expect to haul in hundreds of cod daily, a scenario starkly contrasted with the alarming current reality where cod stocks have plummeted towards extinction. As Mickie Coker, 73, reflects while aboard the very same boat now used mainly for pleasure trips, the frequency of cod catches has dwindled to near zero. Last year, he lamented, the Cokers managed to catch just one cod.
The rationale behind this stark decline, according to Mickie and his son Matt, lies predominantly in the aggressive fishing practices employed by foreign EU fleets. “Their mindset is different from ours,” Mickie asserts. “They think if we can’t catch it today, someone else will. They exhaust a location until it’s empty before moving on.” This relentless pursuit of fish, particularly cod, has contributed to a catastrophic ecological imbalance, leaving surviving fish unable to breed due to an absence of mates, as Mickie poetically summarises: “They can’t find others to tango with.”
The situation has reached a point of acute distress for the Cokers and many other fishermen who feel betrayed by government policies regarding fishing rights. Recently, the Prime Minister signed a new agreement with the EU that extends access for foreign fleets to British waters for an additional twelve years, countering earlier Brexit commitments that aimed to reclaim full control by 2026. The deal has been met with fierce criticism, mainly from those who argue that it further undermines the struggling domestic industry while reinforcing the dominance of subsidised foreign fleets. Notably, a commentary piece in the Spectator emphasised: “Every fish caught by a foreign fishing boat is one that can’t be landed, processed, and sold by British fishermen.”
The UK fishing industry, which once played a central role in local economies and traditions, has drastically changed. Recent statistics reveal a staggering decrease in the number of UK vessels, with a drop of 52% from over 11,000 to about 5,500 in three decades. The Royal Charlotte, launched in 1976 specifically for local fishermen, has become an emblem of this decline. Matt Coker expressed disillusionment, lamenting, “We believed the promise that it would soon end. Now we feel betrayed.”
The footprint of industrial fishing, particularly that of supertrawlers engaging in what many claim is destructive fishing, has exacerbated the situation. These enormous vessels, some over 100 metres long, utilize mile-long nets to scoop vast quantities of fish, contributing to significant ecological damage in protected marine areas, as highlighted by numerous environmental groups, including Greenpeace. They found that these supertrawlers spent nearly 3,000 hours fishing in designated Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) last year, a practice that undermines the intent behind such designations.
Meanwhile, local businesses have suffered, as evidenced by Giorgio Krousti, who runs a popular fish and chip shop in Folkestone. He points out that the cod served at his establishment is now sourced from distant waters rather than the nearby, once-abundant Kentish waters. Such shifts underscore a broader trend where catering firms are turning to imports for sustainable fish, resulting in an estimated £62 million annual loss for the UK fishing industry.
While the UK government maintains that strict regulations are necessary to ensure fish stock sustainability, recent studies reveal a paradox whereby the very measures intended to protect local fisheries have inadvertently pushed local fishers toward a precipice. Notably, findings from the University of York indicate that small boat fishermen, who had hoped for increased quotas and market access post-Brexit, have faced escalated operational costs and challenges, leaving many feeling utterly disillusioned.
Amidst this backdrop, the Cokers remain hopeful yet uncertain about the future of their family legacy. Matt fears for his ten-year-old son’s potential as a fisherman, pondering whether he will ever have the opportunity to experience the rich traditions of the fishing community that have defined generations before him. “He loves everything about fishing, but there might not be any fish left in the Channel when he grows up,” he says with a heavy heart.
The plight of the Coker family resonates beyond their intimate narrative, reflecting a larger national tragedy. As the once-vibrant fishing industry seems to fade away, one is left to ponder not only the environmental implications but the cultural heritage that may soon vanish from the shores of the UK. The fishing community, long integral to Britain’s coastal identity, faces an uncertain future, caught in a web of political decisions and ecological challenges that threaten to sink a deep-rooted tradition beneath the waves.
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