Scottish fishermen warn of crisis as UK-EU trade deal extends EU fleet access
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Steering his fishing boat towards Wick, Andrew Bremner's contemplative mood stood in stark contrast to the bright sunlight glimmering on the placid waters of the Pentland Firth. His ten-man crew had just wrapped up a successful 16-day haul, which included cod, haddock, and whiting, yet the joy of their return was overshadowed by the disheartening fallout from a recent trade deal between the UK and the European Union. 
For the resilient, tight-knit communities dotting Scotland's rugged coastline, the deal has sparked fear and uncertainty. Prime Minister Sir Keir Starmer proclaimed the agreement as a boon for British businesses and a strengthening of borders; however, Bremner and his fellow fishermen felt differently. “Betrayal,” he termed it, reflecting his sentiments regarding the deal, which he first learned about via social media. The announcement, he felt, signalled that the government had once again neglected the vital interests of the fishing industry.
This latest agreement marks a significant post-Brexit realignment between the UK and EU, covering diverse sectors, but it is particularly contentious in the realm of fisheries. At its core, the deal grants EU fishing vessels an additional 12 years of unimpeded access to British waters, a move that the Scottish Fishermen’s Federation heralded as ‘disastrous’. This concession has prompted fears that Scotland's commercial fishing sector, which employed approximately 4,000 individuals and generated £335 million in 2022 alone, may face an existential threat.
While some segments within the fish farming and aquaculture industry welcomed the trimming of bureaucratic barriers, stakeholders like the Scottish Fishermen's Federation have been vociferous in denouncing the agreement. Accusing successive UK governments of prioritising the interests of other sectors over fishermen, the SFF condemned the government’s supposed capitulation to EU demands. In the eyes of political entities like the pro-Brexit Reform UK party, this perceived betrayal could carve out opportunities to attract disenchanted voters ahead of upcoming elections.
Starmer’s assertions at the summit with EU figures, including Ursula von der Leyen, may resonate with broader economic imperatives, as the government hints at reduced prices and improved trade efficiencies. Recent analyses even project potential UK economic gains from the deal amounting to £9 billion annually by 2040. However, these promises stand in stark contradiction to the growing trepidation amongst fishermen like Bremner, who perceive their livelihoods as increasingly jeopardised. As he pointedly noted, the historical mistrust of governmental assurances dating back to Edward Heath’s era reverberates through the fishing community’s psyche. 
The spectre of overfishing and the competition for dwindling resources looms large. Bremner's future outlook is grim: with foreign vessels already aggressively fishing Scottish waters, he anticipates a renewed struggle for survival. His apprehension echoes concerns voiced by others in the industry about a possible 'cod war', exacerbated by the presence of foreign fleets employing radically different fishing techniques that disrupt local fishing patterns.
As James Anderson, an experienced fisherman from Shetland, described, the reality of foreign incursions into British waters remains a persistent threat, compounded by historic vulnerabilities in the UK's negotiating stance. Anderson lamented the weakening of the UK fleet, believing it undermines their ability to safeguard domestic fishing interests. He questioned the authenticity of promises from politicians who fail to grasp the complexities and significance of fishing rights and resources.
Despite the despair, some fishermen like Bally Philp view the deal as an opportunity for revival amid post-Brexit challenges. Philp, who has spent 35 years fishing off the West Coast, highlighted the potential benefits for small-scale fishermen—those who have borne the brunt of upheaval from both Brexit and the pandemic. He remains hopeful about better export opportunities, particularly in shellfish, although he is wary of the government's track record in supporting grassroots fishing ventures.
The complexities of the latest agreement illustrate a broader narrative of compromise and coping within the fishing community, teetering between hope for sustainability and the harsh realities of market dynamics. While the government touts a £360 million fund designed to modernise the fleet and bolster coastal communities, skepticism remains palpable, echoing the sentiments from all corners of the industry—from those entrenched in tradition to the burgeoning aquaculture sector.
For fishermen like Bremner and Anderson, the ramifications of this trade deal are not merely economic; they are deeply interwoven with their identities and the fabric of their communities. The path forward remains fraught with uncertainty, as they grapple not only with external competition but also the lapses in government support that have characterised their history. As the tides of trade negotiations ebb and flow, the fate of Scotland’s fishing industry appears to hang in the balance, a poignant reminder of the stakes involved.
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