Scottish fishermen decry UK-EU trade deal as betrayal amid fears of dwindling waters
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Steering his fishing boat towards Wick, Andrew Bremner's mood darkened despite the sunlight sparkling on the tranquil waters of the Pentland Firth. He and his ten-man crew had just completed a successful 16-day mission, catching cod, haddock, and whiting. Yet, for those whose livelihoods rely on the sea, joy felt elusive upon their return. Communities along Scotland's rugged coastline are reeling from a recent trade deal between the UK and the European Union, which, as Prime Minister Sir Keir Starmer hailed, is intended to support British businesses and jobs. However, fishermen like Bremner feel betrayed, grappling with the stark reality of being sidelined in negotiations.
Bremner labelled the deal as a ‘betrayal,’ informing that he first learned about it through social media. With a consensus among many local fishermen, it is clear that they believe their concerns have been ignored. The agreement, described as the first significant post-Brexit ‘reset’ of relations between the UK and EU, encompasses a range of issues from trade to fisheries, a point of contention that has always sparked fierce debate. Central to the deal is the extension of access for EU fishing boats to British waters for an additional 12 years, a concession that many Scottish fishermen deem inadequate in return for the minimal benefits they perceive.
Despite Government assurances that this deal facilitates smoother food and drink imports and exports by reducing administrative burdens, the Scottish Fishermen's Federation (SFF) condemned the terms as ‘disastrous.’ This sentiment resonates strongly within the fishing industry, which employed 4,000 individuals in Scotland and contributed £335 million to the economy in 2022. Meanwhile, the fish farming and aquaculture sectors contrasted this stance with optimism, as they anticipate reduced bureaucratic barriers enhancing their business operations.
Such divergent perspectives reflect a broader rift within the fishing community. While larger fish farms may welcome the cutting of post-Brexit red tape, those fishing crews, like Bremner’s, fear that their traditional fishing grounds will be overrun by foreign trawlers, driven out by economic competition and systemic disregard for their concerns. As the spectre of another "cod war" looms large, the industry grapples with an influx of EU vessels further reaching into UK waters, raising fears about the long-term sustainability of local fisheries.
Echoing this sentiment, James Anderson from the Shetland Fishermen’s Association recounted experiences of harassment from foreign vessels, stressing the historical context of distrust between fishermen and politicians. Edward Heath’s government once deemed fishermen as ‘expendable’ in the broader economic interests of the country, and today, many labour under the same impression. Their frustrations are deepened by historical precedents of neglect and broken promises, with the current deal perceived as another act of capitulation by the UK government.
Adding to these challenges, the environmental factors cannot be overlooked. As concerns grow about overfishing and the effect of climate change on marine ecosystems, the SFF called for improved sustainability measures. In recent discussions surrounding the increased offshore wind capacity, the industry is left worrying about the potential for diminished fishing zones and the neglect of their interests in the transition towards renewable energy.
Despite the UK government's announcement of a £360 million fund aimed at modernising coastal fishing operations and communities, many in the fishing sector feel this funding is a hollow promise. Rejuvenating old vessels through a ‘scrap and build’ programme has been suggested as a more effective use of resources. Without a clear strategy that protects local interests, the momentum built from public funds could be wasted.
Political tensions are rife, with parties like Reform UK keen to capitalise on the disillusionment within the fishing community, echoing Bremner's sentiments of betrayal. Analysts suggest that electoral outcomes may hinge on these developments, yet scepticism abounds.
In an industry marked by deep divides over market conditions, the implications of the latest trade deal may continue to spiral. As fishermen like Bremner, Anderson, and Philp navigate these tumultuous waters of policy, competition, and environmental stewardship, their resilience is tested as they strive to maintain their beloved tradition of fishing.
The very future of Scotland's coastal communities hinges on a delicate balance between securing fish stocks, ensuring sustainable practices, and navigating the waters of political commitment, against a backdrop of growing uncertainty. 
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