Sir Keir Starmer condemned by fishermen for conceding 12-year EU access to UK waters
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Sir Keir Starmer is facing fierce backlash from the fishing industry following his ill-advised reaffirmation of the UK-EU trade deal, which grants extended access to British waters for European vessels. Elspeth Macdonald, chief executive of the Scottish Fishermen’s Federation (SFF), lambasted his assertions regarding the deal's benefits, labeling them as “insulting” and “patronising,” and charging that the so-called advantages fall woefully short of meeting the industry's needs.
The deal permits EU fishing vessels to fish in UK waters for a staggering 12 years, alarming UK fishermen who view this as a direct threat to their livelihoods. While the government has rolled out a £360 million fishing and coastal growth fund to mitigate the effects of this agreement, it is a mere drop in the ocean compared to the estimated £6 billion worth of fish that will be extracted from UK waters by EU fishermen over the same period. This glaring disparity reveals a troubling reality: British fishermen are being sacrificed for the benefit of EU interests.
Macdonald took aim at the government’s narrative of ‘stability’ through continued access, insisting that what the industry truly needs is leverage and genuine negotiation power concerning EU access. “The instability of the EU’s access from 2026 was our trump card, and you have not only thrown it away but ripped it up into tiny pieces,” she wrote. This frustration resonates widely among fishermen who fear for both their jobs and the long-term viability of the UK fishing sector.
The deal has sparked allegations of a “craven capitulation” to EU demands. Critics like seasoned fisherman James Stephen warn that handing such concessions to the EU ultimately sacrifices the future of the UK fishing industry. The National Federation of Fishermen’s Organisations has voiced similar concerns, suggesting that any agreement that fails to put British fishermen first could lead to a public outcry.
Environment Secretary Steve Reed described the deal as a “reasonably good” outcome for the fishing sector, yet many industry stakeholders adamantly argue that government assurances are out of touch with the harsh realities faced by those in their boats. Reports indicate that Starmer is scrambling to juggle competing pressures as he attempts to revitalize relations with the EU while maintaining support from essential domestic industries.
As negotiations progress, the EU’s potential demands to adhere to its laws in return for gradual economic ties raise alarm bells. This shift threatens to erode the regulatory independence many in the UK fought so hard to reclaim post-Brexit, further complicating the already contentious debate around fishing rights. 
Clearly, Starmer’s government is treading a precarious path as it tries to stimulate economic growth through trade deals while simultaneously safeguarding the interests of traditional sectors like fishing. With fishermen voicing their discontent and demanding realistic assurances, the road ahead appears riddled with obstacles, and the stakes could not be higher. Starmer's failure to stand firm on this issue could risk betraying an entire industry for the sake of elusive broader negotiations.
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