
It is some time since we last produced a newsletter, but this edition marks the resumption  
of a valuable tool in communicating both with our membership and the wider community.  
We are aiming to produce four editions per year.

Over the past year the SFF has devoted huge amounts of time to the impact of the 
Covid-19 pandemic and, of course, to Brexit and its hugely disappointing outcome.

But behind the scenes much valuable work is being done in a whole range of areas, 
from inshore fisheries to lessening the impact of the fleet on the environment.

All of these themes are covered in these pages and further information is available  
on our website via www.sff.co.uk

Feedback, as ever, is welcome via SFF@sff.co.uk

Elspeth Macdonald  
chief executive
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The TCA provisions fall well short of what could have been 
achieved and fail to capitalise on the opportunity presented 
by the UK’s departure from the EU Common Fisheries Policy, 
under which the UK had a very poor settlement. They also fall 
far short of the commitments that the Government made to 
the industry. 

There were three main priorities for SFF from the Brexit 
negotiations – to control access to the UK’s Exclusive 
Economic Zone (EEZ), to secure a fairer share of quota 
allocations based on zonal attachment and for the UK 
to conduct annual negotiations with the EU on fishing 
opportunities as sovereign equals. SFF sought a framework 
fisheries agreement similar to the EU’s long-standing 
agreement with Norway. Throughout the negotiations, the 
Government consistently supported these ambitions, and we 

understand they formed the basis of their negotiating position. 

CONTROL OF ACCESS
Since the 2016 referendum, SFF consistently made clear that 
controlling access to the UK’s EEZ was central to the UK 
securing the opportunities presented through its newly found 
status as an independent coastal State. The EU fishing fleet is 
highly dependent on access to UK waters, fishing many times 
more in our waters than the UK fleet does in theirs. 

SFF was consistent and clear to ministers and officials that 
controlling access should be our greatest lever – the ace in the 
pack. Ministers were equally consistent in their assurances and 
commitments to industry that the UK would have full control 
over access to our fishing waters. It was hugely disappointing 
therefore to find that the TCA falls very far short of these 
commitments. Firstly, the TCA establishes an “adjustment 
period” of five-and-a-half years, to mid-2026, during which 
time the EU fleet has full access to the UK’s EEZ. 

Brexit fisheries deal  
hugely disappointing
The fisheries element of the Trade and Co-operation Agreement reached between the UK  
and the EU, otherwise known as the Brexit deal, was very disappointing for the industry, 
writes SFF chief executive Elspeth Macdonald.
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This concession threw away every advantage that our new 
status conferred. Every piece of leverage available to the UK 
through controlling access to our sovereign resources was 
conceded. This was then compounded by the dismal outcome 
on the reallocation of quota shares (see below). 

At the end of the adjustment period, in mid-2026, the TCA 
makes provision that either party may make changes to the 
level of access, i.e. the UK (or the EU) could decide to reduce, 
limit or remove access for the other party to its waters. This 
would be the basis of any normal coastal state relationship, 
but in the case of the TCA, we need to understand fully what 
the consequences of this would be, and what penalties or 
sanctions could be applied. SFF is working on this, as well as 
making every effort to get the best possible outcomes for the 
fleet for this year, while we deal with the very real difficulties 
that the deal presents in the short and medium term. 

The alternative is that the UK is trapped in an enduring 
arrangement where the EU benefits enormously from full 
access to the UK’s valuable fishing waters, and the UK has no 
negotiating capital with which to lever better quota shares in 
our own waters. Essentially, unless and until the UK decides to 
exert full control over our EEZ, we are an independent coastal 
state in name only. We know of no other coastal state in the 

world that finds itself in this position. 

QUOTA SHARES BASED ON ZA
Under the EU’s Common Fisheries Policy, quota shares are 
based on a system called relative stability, which itself is 
based on historic fishing patterns of almost half a century ago. 
This bears no resemblance to the life cycle and distribution 
of fish. Zonal attachment (ZA) is a well-established scientific 
approach for allocation of quota shares based on where fish 
are actually found and where they spend different stages 
of their lives. Like control of access to the UK’s EEZ, it was 
a stated negotiating objective of the Government that the 
new agreement between the EU and UK should allocate 
quota shares on the principle of zonal attachment. SFF fully 
concurred with this objective. 

For 12 of the 14 key stocks of demersal and pelagic fish of 
commercial importance to the Scottish fishing fleet, the 
UK’s shares would be much higher through a system based 
on zonal attachment than on relative stability. It should be 
noted that the fisheries agreement between the EU and 
Norway uses zonal attachment as the basis for how shares are 
allocated, so the UK was not seeking anything new or novel. 

The TCA sets out new quota shares for the UK and EU for 
different fish stocks. There is a gradual transition to these new 
shares over the adjustment period, with the greatest increase 
in the first year. Taken at face value, some of these figures 
may look to be reasonable uplifts in the UK’s share, but there 
are important caveats to understand. Firstly, these new shares, 
certainly for the key commercial species come nowhere near 
zonal attachment, so the Government failed to deliver on a 
key negotiating objective. Secondly, in some cases, the UK will 
actually have fewer “fishing opportunities” for some demersal 
species than it had under the Common Fisheries Policy, 
and this is because the Government failed to take the right 
baseline into account. 

It also greatly aggrieves the industry that the Government has 
set out a misleading narrative on the uplift in quota shares, 
often referred to as a 25% increase in quota. This is manifestly 
not the case. The 25% figure represents the value of what the 
EU was entitled to catch in UK waters based on 2019 prices. 
In terms of actual uplift in quota, it is estimated this is more 
in the region of 10% or less. When this is compared to what 
could have been achieved through zonal attachment – where 
the Scottish fleet could have, at best, doubled the fleet’s 
catch, it is evident how very poor the outcome is. 
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ANNUAL NEGOTIATIONS
The third priority for SFF – and also a core element of the 
Government’s negotiating position – was that there should 
be annual negotiations between the UK and EU on fishing 
opportunities for the year ahead, and that these annual  
talks would be where access to each other’s waters would  
be negotiated. The TCA does make provision for annual  
talks, but because full reciprocal access has already been 
conceded during the Adjustment Period, there is no element 
of access that can be used as negotiating leverage on an 
annual basis. This puts the UK at a huge disadvantage, as that 
ace in the pack, control of access to our EEZ, has already been 
given away. 

Furthermore, the TCA permits access to each other’s waters 
even if Total Allowable Catches (TACs) have not been agreed 
for the year ahead, through mechanisms for provisional TAC 
setting that will again disadvantage the UK and dilute further 
our already limited negotiating capital.

In stark contrast, the UK is now able to hold meaningful 
bilateral annual negotiations with other coastal states 
such as Faroe and Norway. These are possible because the 
fisheries agreements reached between the UK and these 
countries reflect more normalised relationships between 
two independent coastal states, where access and fishing 

opportunities are negotiated annually.

REGULATORY AUTONOMY
Despite that hugely disappointing outcome, and one which 
badly constrains the industry’s ambitions for the future, there 
are some benefits from the TCA, primarily the provisions 
allowing each party to have regulatory autonomy in its  
own waters. 

This means that the UK can now start to move away from 
many of the impractical, inflexible and disproportionate 
technical rules and regulations of the CFP, and can start to 
design a regulatory approach for fisheries management in 
our own waters. These measures must be non-discriminatory, 
so if the UK, or any part of the UK as fisheries management 
is a devolved competence, decides to set certain rules and 
requirements for fishing in our waters, then these rules must 
apply equally to both UK and EU vessels. 

This is one area where we see scope to build a better 
system for the future, and one where the powers within the 
Fisheries Act 2020 will be critically important for government 
and stakeholders to co-create a proportionate fisheries 
management system based on recognised principles of better 
regulation and meeting the fisheries objectives of the  

2020 Act. 

CONCLUSION
We now need to use the time of the 
adjustment period to work with governments 
to understand fully the consequences of the 
TCA that they have agreed. Failure to take a 
different approach and to use fully the legal 
powers that we have as an independent coastal 
state mean we will be trapped in perpetuity 
in another disadvantageous and damaging 
relationship on fisheries with the EU. 

It may on paper be a relationship of sovereign 
equals, but in reality, the handcuffs of the TCA 
will mean that the UK will not reap the benefits 
that an independent coastal state should. This 
was an opportunity lost, at least in the short 
term. The work starts now to understand what 
may be possible in the longer term to salvage a 
better future from this very poor deal, but one 
that is likely to still fall far short of what was 

possible and indeed promised.   
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With the issue now at the top of the political agenda, and 
key events such as the UN Climate Change COP26 taking 
place in Glasgow later this year, the SFF has set out a new 
Environmental Policy Statement.

It highlights a wide range of achievements and sets out a 
Sustainability Pledge for future activity.

This includes:

 � Taking all necessary and appropriate measures to 
ensure that the fisheries and ecosystems in which 
they operate are accessed and managed responsibly to 
preserve their sustainable use for current and future 
generations;

 � Minimising unintended by-catch and unwanted catches; 

 � Actively engaging with technologists and scientists on 
the most selective but economically efficient methods 
of fishing;

 � Taking full note of the best scientific advice which 
contributes to effective fisheries management;

 � Engaging directly in projects to reduce carbon footprint 
and minimise the impact of fishing.

SFF science policy officer Elena Balestri said: “The Scottish 
industry is actively improving its sustainability by changing the 
way in which it fishes and by making appropriate alterations to 
the gears used.

“The commitment of fishermen to understand the issues related 
to both the science and policies behind fisheries management is 
an example to champion both nationally and internationally.”

The paper also highlights the fact that the carbon footprint 
of the fishing sector is significantly lower than that of most 
protein producing alternatives, with the pelagic sector – vessels 
that fish principally for mackerel and herring – being one of the 
lowest of all.

It further outlines the well-established collaborations with 
academia, Marine Scotland’s Marine Laboratory and the wider 
scientific community to help promote close co-operation 
between the industry and the scientific community. 

Demonstrating its commitment to science and sustainability, via 
its subsidiary companies SFF Services and Marine Environmental 
Solutions, SFF runs on-board observer schemes that collect data 
that contribute to the ICES stock assessment process.

SFF also supports the principle of Marine Protected Areas 
(MPAs) for conservation of biodiversity and geodiversity features 
in particular areas, and will continue to work towards striking a 
balance between conservation and sustainable harvesting.

A full version of the SFF paper can be viewed via the  
link below:

https://www.sff.co.uk/sustainable_science_environment/

SFF sets out  
Sustainability Pledge  
for future activity
The Scottish fishing fleet will continue to build on its proud 
record of environmental responsibility as the need for more 
action to tackle climate change grows.
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No evidence for alleged 
‘benefits’ of three-mile limit
There is no evidence that a three-mile limit around Scotland’s coastline banning fishing 
vessels with mobile gear would improve sustainability or raise earnings in the creel fleet.

“There is no basis in the evidence for the eNGOs’ 
sustainability claims. There are so many unknowns – stock 
status, exact number of creels deployed, soak time, the 
number of ‘ghost’ creels on the seabed.”

Mr Morrison highlighted a 2017 report into the nephrops 
industry in Scotland which found no evidence that creeling 
was more economically beneficial than trawling.

“In fact, as the same study highlighted, the diversity of the 
sector is well suited to the geography of Scotland.

“The SFF questions whether a three-mile limit would solve 
gear conflict. Co-existence is much better than exclusion. Any 
ban would simply move the problem just outside the limit.”

Meanwhile, the SFF is assessing the outcome of a judicial 
review brought by the Scottish Creel Federation against the 
Scottish Government relating to a proposed pilot trial to 
separate mobile and static fishing in the Innery Sound of 
Skye and the implications, if any, for our members.

A full version of the SFF paper can be viewed via the  
link below:

https://www.sff.co.uk/no-evidence-for-alleged- 
benefits-of-three-mile-limit/

That is the conclusion of a Scottish Fishermen’s Federation 
paper, The 3-mile Limit: History and Facts, on the issue which 
follows a sustained campaign by environmental NGOs and 
some creelers.

It states that those pushing for a limit are taking a 
protectionist line, “keeping the grounds inside the three-mile 
limit open for only one type of fishing [which would] only suit 
those who fish that gear”.

The consequence would be that other types of fishers 
would be displaced, “but not on the basis of science that 
demonstrates this is necessary for the right protection to 
sensitive environments and features”.

SFF policy officer Malcolm Morrison said: “All fishing methods, 
mobile and static, will impact on the environment in some 
way, just as navigation, tourism, offshore energy generation or 
even just weather do; this is a fact everyone needs to accept as 
a compromise in the wider concept of securing food. 

“If areas or features are found to need extra protection, the 
SFF welcomes their inclusion in the existing management 
frameworks, based on objective evidence.”

Mr Morrison added that an expansion of the creel sector, as 
things stand, with the lack of rigorous science, would not be 
sensible. Markets would suffer and losing the trawl catch would 
necessitate a tenfold increase in creels in the water (from an 
estimated 1.2 million to 12 million) as well as requiring an 
adjustment of price differentials.

“Given the lack of verified science needed for responsible 
fisheries management, a lot of new research would be required 
to bring the database for the creel fishery up to the standard 
required by ICES.
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The new unit has been developed by FLTC Services, the 
operational part of FLTC, the charity which promotes the 
distribution of vital data to fishermen. It is available only to 
fishermen in the UK fleet. 

Andrew Third, SFF industry advisor, said: “Since its introduction 
over 20 years ago, the FishSAFE unit has become an essential 
safety tool for fishermen working in the vicinity of oil and gas 
infrastructure in the UKCS.

“The enhancements built into the Mk3 unit, including FishSAFE 
information updates and broadcasts available directly from the 
internet along with hi-resolution touch-screen display, make it 
even easier for fishermen to obtain and view the latest oil and 
gas related data.”

To purchase a unit, download and complete the purchase order 
form on the FishSAFE website (www.fishsafe.org/en)  
or alternatively, contact the SFF at accounts@sff.co.uk.

FishSAFE Mk3 includes major improvements such as a high-
resolution touch screen and trackball option.

FishSAFE updates its internal hazards database automatically 
from the internet and there is also an online messaging facility. 
The internet connection uses cable or WiFi, including via 
mobile phones on tether.

These enhancements, among others, will make it even easier 
for fishermen to obtain and view the latest oil and gas related 
data. The feedback from skippers who have trialled the new 
units has been very positive.

FishSAFE displays a map of relevant information showing 
what is on or above the seabed and incorporates an audible 
and visual alarm, activated when a boat approaches offshore 
infrastructure or a safety zone.

Crucially, FishSAFE contains information on pipeline spans 
which, standing proud of the seabed, create an even greater 
risk of the snagging of fishing gear.
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