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Summary 
The UK is in the process of negotiating its exit from the EU, and as part 
of that the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP). This paper provides an 
overview of how fisheries are currently managed in the UK within the 
CFP. 

Under the CFP fish stocks are classified as quota or non-quota species. 
EU quotas cover over 50 commercial species with 200 different stocks 
distributed across the various fishing areas with Members States 200nm 
Exclusive Economic Areas (EEZ).  According to Defra the UK received 
quota for 140 stocks in 2018. Members States have equal access to 
fishing grounds, beyond 12 nautical miles (nm), with some allowed 
access within the 6-12 nm based on historical fishing rights. 

Non-quota species are regulated nationally, do not have limits set at EU 
level, and include most commercial shellfish species. Nephrops fishery is 
the main shellfish exception that is covered by EU quotas. 

The aim of the CFP, as set out by the EU Commission, is to ensure that 
fishing is “environmentally, economically and socially sustainable” and 
to allow fair competition between fishers. This includes that by 2015, or 
2020 at the latest, catch limits should be set within maximum 
sustainable yields for quota species so as to maintain fish stocks in the 
long term. Under the CFP Member States negotiate Total Allowable 
Catches (TACs) for each fishing area every tear. These are divided 
between Member States according to their historical fishing activity in 
that area (the relative stability principle). The CFP also manages fishing 
activity through technical measures, such as minimum landing sizes; 
provides funding to support fishing communities through the European 
Economic Fisheries Fund; and sets market rules for all fisheries products 
sold within the EU. 

Annual quotas for each fishing vessel is allocated at national level. 
Fisheries management is devolved as is quota allocation, since a 2012 
concordat agreed by devolved administrations and the UK Government. 
Inshore fisheries are managed separately from quota fisheries. 
Management is also devolved. In England they are managed by the 
Inshore Fisheries and Conservation Authorities (IFCAs). In the rest of the 
devolved administrations they are managed by the nation fisheries 
authority. 

In the UK vessels which hold a fishing licence with an attached Fishing 
Quota Allocation (FQA) receive a fixed percentage of the available quota 
every year. These FQAs are treatable between licence holders. Vessels 
are classified according to type and size and their quota managed 
accordingly either by a Producer Organisation or by the devolved fishing 
authority. The majority of UK quota is held by over 10m vessels, but the 
majority of UK vessels are 10m and under. 

Commons Library Briefing Papers on The Fisheries Bill 2017-19 ; 
Fisheries: Brexit Negotiations and  UK Sea Fisheries Statistics provide 
further detail, particularly in the context of the UK leaving the Common 

https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/CBP-8442
https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/CBP-8396
https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/SN02788
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Fisheries Policy and becoming an independent coastal state after Brexit. 
Further information is also available in the PostNote on UK Fisheries 
Management. 

  

https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/POST-PN-0572
https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/POST-PN-0572
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1. Background 
The UK is in the process of negotiating exit from the EU, and as part of 
that the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP).  This paper provides an 
overview of how fisheries are currently managed in the UK within the 
CFP. 

In addition Commons Library Briefing Papers on The Fisheries Bill 2017-
19 ; Fisheries: Brexit Negotiations and  UK Sea Fisheries Statistics provide 
further detail, particularly in the context of the UK leaving the Common 
Fisheries Policy and becoming an independent coastal state after Brexit. 
Further information is also available in the PostNote on UK Fisheries 
Management 

1.1 The origins of fisheries policy  
According to Mark Wise in his book The Common Fisheries Policy of the 
European Community In the 1970’s, attempts to introduce control of 
fishing effort in the North Sea and North Atlantic have a long history, 
with the introduction of 3 nautical mile (nm) territorial fishing limits in 
the North Sea through the North Sea Fisheries Convention in 1882. 
After this, and over time, a number of countries unilaterally declared 
4nm, and then 12nm, territorial waters.  Historically, UK Governments 
did not support the extension of territorial waters as it affected its long-
distance fisheries in areas such as Iceland and Norway.1 

In order to address these disparities in territorial waters, in 1964 the 
London Fisheries Convention (also referred to as the European Fisheries 
Convention) reached agreement on territorial limit of 6nm within which 
countries had absolute control, and a 6-12nm limit in which other 
countries historical fishing rights were respected.2 The Convention was 
signed by 13 European countries in order to establish and define a 
fisheries regime for their coastal waters. The Convention set out rights 
for certain vessels to fish in the 6-12 nautical mile region of the coastal 
states of signatories, if they had “habitually fished” in that same region 
between 1 January 1953 and 31 December 1962.3   

Although viewed by some as having been superseded by the Common 
Fisheries Policy, the UK gave two-year notice on 3 July 2017 of its 
intention to leave the Convention.4 

Over the same period concerns over overfishing resulted in the creation 
of the International Council of the Exploration of the Seas (ICES) in 
1902, as the fisheries scientific research body which is still responsible 
today for providing data and advice on fish stocks in European waters.  
This was followed by a number of fisheries agreements which put in 
place agreed measures for European waters aimed at conserving fish 

                                                                                               
1  Mark Wise, The Common Fisheries Policy of the European Community, 1984 
2  The London Fisheries Convention was an agreement between Austria, Belgium, 

Denmark, France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal. 
Spain, Sweden and the United Kingdom 

3  London Fisheries Convention, Treaty Series No. 35, 1966 
4  Defra, UK takes key step towards fair new fishing policy after Brexit, 2 July 2017 

https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/CBP-8442
https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/CBP-8442
https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/CBP-8396
https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/SN02788
https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/POST-PN-0572
https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/POST-PN-0572
https://iea.uoregon.edu/treaty-text/1882-policenorthseasfisheryentxt
https://www.dfa.ie/media/dfa/alldfawebsitemedia/treatyseries/uploads/documents/treaties/docs/196601.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/Pages/default.aspx
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/269708/Fisheries_Conv_March-April_1964.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/269708/Fisheries_Conv_March-April_1964.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-takes-key-step-towards-fair-new-fishing-policy-after-brexit
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stocks. This management of fisheries has evolved over time, particularly 
in response to the expansion and industrialisation of the fishing industry 
post-war in the late 1940s until the 1990s , which resulted in problems 
of overcapacity and overfishing. This has included the introduction of 
measures such as agreed size limits, mesh limits and closed seasons.5 

1.2 The Common Fisheries Policy 
The original Common Fisheries Policy covered the six founder member 
countries of Belgium, France, West Germany, Italy, Luxembourg and the 
Netherlands. Agreement on the CFP was reached in June 1970, just 
before Denmark, UK, Ireland and Norway began their accession 
negotiations, although Norway eventually did not join following a 
referendum on membership.  The CFP included the principle of equal 
access to commercial fisheries, with some exceptions including a 3-mile 
exclusion zone in some areas. It also included provisions on markets, 
trade (including with non-EEC members) and structural aid for the 
fisheries sector. However, at that time it did not include any significant 
provisions on conservation.6 

During the UK accession negotiations, it was agreed that the fisheries 
exclusion zone would be extended to 6 miles for all Member States and 
that there would be some increase over existing access rights for EEC 
members in the 6-12 mile zone, based on historical access. 7 This was 
intended as temporary measure but has been extended on regular basis 
and will remain in place until at least 2022.8 

As set out in The Common Fisheries Policy of the European Community 
In the 1970’s, there were also ongoing international discussions about 
extending exclusive national waters under the United Nations 
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS).  However, during this 
period a number of countries went ahead and unilaterally declared 
200nm exclusion zones.  Concerned about impacts on its long-distance 
fishing fleet which fished in areas such as waters close to Norway and 
Iceland, the UK at first did not support this. However, eventually EU 
Member States did agree to simultaneously declare 200nm Exclusive 
Economic Zones (EEZs) on 1 January 1977, with UK support, as it had 
become increasingly concerned about the impacts on the domestic fleet 
of not doing so. It was also agreed that there would be a continuation 
of the principle of equal access to fisheries in Community waters, 
although with significant resistance from countries such as the UK and 
Ireland. 9 

In 1983, after seven years of negotiations, it was agreed that fisheries 
and quotas in the EEZ would be shared on the basis of who was already 
fishing in those areas (the principle of relative stability). This was set 
using as a reference period the historical catch performance between 
                                                                                               
5  Mark Wise, The Common Fisheries Policy of the European Community, 1984 
 
6  Mark Wise, The Common Fisheries Policy of the European Community, 1984 
7  Ibid 
8  European Parliament Fact Sheet, The Common Fisheries Policy: origins and 

development, July 2018 
9  Mark Wise, The Common Fisheries Policy of the European Community, 1984 

http://www.un.org/depts/los/convention_agreements/convention_overview_convention.htm
http://www.un.org/depts/los/convention_agreements/convention_overview_convention.htm
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/factsheets/en/sheet/114/the-common-fisheries-policy-origins-and-development
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/factsheets/en/sheet/114/the-common-fisheries-policy-origins-and-development
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1973-78, and in addition took into the account the needs of regions, 
such as Scotland, recognised as particularly dependent on fishing; and 
compensating for losses of fishing rights in non-EEC waters for some 
countries, including the UK, as a result of the introduction of EEZs. The 
aim was that when the EEZ was introduced, there would not be any 
dramatic consequences for any Member State. It was also felt that this 
would help to “prevent repeated arguments over how quotas should be 
allocated, and to provide fishers with an environment which [was] stable 
relative to the overall state of the stock in question”.10 

1.3 Evolution of the CFP 
The CFP was reviewed in 1992, and more substantially in 2001 and 
2009. Policies have included fleet reduction in order to shrink capacity 
and various technical measures such as specifying minimal landing sizes, 
types of net and other gear and close seasons. A growing feature of 
reforms has been multi-annual management plans with the objective of 
achieving the maximum sustainable yield (MSY) for each fish stock 
within specific time period.”11 

The most recent discussions on significant reforms of the Common 
Fisheries Policy began in 2009, with the publication of a Green Paper by 
the Commission in response to concerns about the continued decline in 
fishing stock, the amount of fish being discarded and that the CFP is a 
top down approach to fisheries management that is unresponsive to 
changes in fisheries. This was followed by the publication of 
Commission’s proposals in 2011 and the legislation which came into 
force in in 2014. These measures included: 12 

• Multiannual ecosystem-based management with multi-species 
and fisheries plans for geographical areas.  

• Level of catches to be set to ensure a Maximum Sustainable for all 
fisheries by 2015, or by 2020 at the latest 

• A phased introduction of a discard ban for regulated species is to 
be in place for all EU fisheries by 1 January 2019. 

                                                                                               
10  “How we manage our fisheries”, European Commission, viewed 27 May 2018   
11  Greenwood, Miriam (2015). Governance and change in the British seafood supply 

chain 1950 to 2013 ((Unpublished Doctoral thesis, City University London). 
12 European Parliament Fact Sheet, The Common Fisheries Policy: origins and 

development, July 2018 

Box 1: Fisheries access and jurisdiction 

• 0-6nm: Managed by UK with no access to Member States vessels 

• 6-12nm: Common Fisheries Policy and historic fishing rights under the London 
Convention provide access to some Member State vessels with historical activity 

• 12nm-200nm: this is the UK’s EEZ.  The Common Fisheries Policy allows equal access to 
all Member State vessels. 

• Beyond 200nm (international waters): International agreements, including the North East 
Atlantic Fisheries Agreement  (NEAFC).  The CFP does not affect these directly, although 
the UK will have to need to negotiate its own membership of these various bodies once it 
leaves the EU. 

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-06-268_en.htm
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2009:0163:FIN:EN:PDF
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-11-873_en.htm
http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:6DgBncpKc-sJ:ec.europa.eu/fisheries/documentation/publications/cfp_brochure/how-we-manage-our-fisheries_en.pdf+&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=uk
http://openaccess.city.ac.uk/13042/
http://openaccess.city.ac.uk/13042/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/factsheets/en/sheet/114/the-common-fisheries-policy-origins-and-development
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/factsheets/en/sheet/114/the-common-fisheries-policy-origins-and-development
http://www.neafc.org/
http://www.neafc.org/
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• An obligation on Member States to adjust their fleet capacity 
through national plans so that they are in balance with fishing 
opportunities. 

• The exclusion zone of 12 nautical miles for traditional fleets is to 
be extended until 2022, and Member States “should endeavour 
to give preferential access for small-scale, artisanal or coastal 
fishermen”. 

• A focus on sustainable aquaculture aimed at increasing yields 
through the production of national support plans  

• An obligation on Member States to increase the collection of data 
and the sharing of information on stocks, fleets and the impact of 
fishing activities.  

• Increased cooperation and implementation of measures by 
Member States at regional level.  

• A review of the regulations on technical measures contained in 
Council Regulation (EC) No 850/98 aimed at protecting juveniles 
of marine organisms. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A01998R0850-20140101
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2. Common Fisheries Policy today 
The aim of the CFP, as set out by the EU Commission, is to ensure that 
fishing is “environmentally, economically and socially sustainable” and 
to allow fair competition between fishers. This includes that by 2015, or 
2020 at the latest, catch limits should be set that are sustainable and 
maintain fish stocks in the long term.13 

Under the Common Fisheries Policy fish stocks are classified as quota or 
non-quota species. Non-quota species are regulated nationally, do not 
have limits set at EU level, and include most commercial shellfish 
species. Nephrops (Norway Lobster or scampi amongst other common 
names) fishery is the main exception that is covered by EU quotas. 

Quotas cover over 50 commercial species with 200 different stocks 
distributed across the various fishing areas. According to Defra the UK 
received quota for 140 stocks in 2018.14 The quotas cover pelagic (free-
swimming) species such as herring and mackerel, and demersal (sea bed 
living) species, such as cod.15   

The principle of equal access and relative stability are applied under 
EU Regulation 1380/2013 on the Common Fisheries Policy. This sets out 
that “fishing opportunities allocated to Member States shall ensure 
relative stability of fishing activities of each Member State for each fish 
stock or fishery”. The Council of Ministers at the Agriculture and 
Fisheries Council sets a yearly total allowable catch (TAC) for each 
quota species for each fishery area, every December, based on scientific 
advice on sustainable catch levels provided by ICES with the aim of 
achieving of Maximum Sustainable Yields (MSY).16,17 Each Member State 
is then allocated a fixed percentage of each TAC based on the agreed 
historic fishing activity (or relative stability).18 

Box 2:  Reciprocal Access Rights 

Under the CFP, there are reciprocal rights for Member States to fish in each other’s 
coastal waters between 6 and 12 nm. These access rights are set out in article 17 of 
the CFP framework regulation, EC No. 2371/2002. For instance, French vessels have 
access to 15 different locations around the UK coast in the 6-12 nm region to fish for 
either specific species or all species in those areas.19 The UK in turn has access to 
inshore waters of other Member States including, Germany, France, the Netherlands 
and Ireland. 

                                                                                               
13  European Commission, The Common Fisheries Policy (CFP), [website visited on 26 

November 2018] 
14  Defra, Fisheries Bill Explanatory Notes, 25 October 2018 
15  PostNote, UK Fisheries Management, Number 572, February 2018  
16  EU Commission, Regulation (Eu) No 1380/2013 of the European Parliament and of 

the Council of 11 December 2013 on the Common Fisheries Policy 
17  This advice, including recommended TACs, is submitted by the European’s 

Commission’s Scientific Technical and Economic Committee on Fisheries (STECF) 
based on stock status assessments of quota species developed by ICES working 
groups every year where national fisheries scientists review and analyze the best 
available data and models in each fishing region, 

18  EU Commission, Regulation (Eu) No 1380/2013 of the European Parliament and of 
the Council of 11 December 2013 on the Common Fisheries Policy 

19  See Annex I Access to Coastal Waters Within the Meaning of Article 17(2) of EC No. 
2371/2002  

https://www2.gov.scot/Topics/marine/marine-environment/species/fish/shellfish/nephrops
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32013R1380&from=EN
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2002:358:0059:0080:EN:PDF
https://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/cfp/
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/bills/cbill/2017-2019/0278/en/181278en.pdf
http://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/POST-PN-0572/POST-PN-0572.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32013R1380&from=en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32013R1380&from=en
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2002:358:0059:0080:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2002:358:0059:0080:EN:PDF
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This move towards achieving Maximum Sustainable Yields of 
commercial fish was signalled in in 2006 when the Commission adopted 
a communication on “implementing sustainability in EU fisheries 
through Maximum Sustainable Yield” (MSY) and setting out the reasons 
for concerns: 

Maximum sustainable yield is the highest quantity of fish that can 
be removed by fishing from a stock without weakening its 
productive potential. The best way to achieve this is to exploit 
stocks at a moderate fishing rate. If too much fishing takes place, 
the stock concerned will decrease and, as a result, catches too will 
subsequently decline. Most European fish stocks are now 
overfished – about 81% of known resources. According to 
scientists, current rates of overfishing on these stocks vary on 
average from two to five times the level that would provide the 
highest catch. This overfishing has led to lower catches, lower 
incomes for fishermen, low profitability in many fisheries, and 
high catches of young fish - many of which are discarded (thrown 
back dead in the sea).  

As well as preventing vulnerable stocks from collapsing, this 
approach will allow the development of larger fish stocks of all 
species, thus reducing costs and increasing profits for the fishing 
industry, as the amount of effort (and associated costs, such as 
fuel) required per tonne of fish caught decreases.20 

The CFP also sets technical measures for conservation, specific to 
each area. As set out by the Commission, the measures may include: 

• minimum landing sizes and minimum conservation sizes 

• specifications for design and use of gears 

• minimum mesh sizes for nets 

• requirement of selective gears to reduce unwanted catches; 

• closed areas and seasons; 

• limitations on by-catches (catches of unwanted or non-target 
species) 

• measures to minimize the impact of fishing on the marine 
ecosystem and environment.21  

These technical measures are set out in EU regulations. They will be 
transferred to the UK statue book after Brexit to ensure continuity in 
fishing regulations. The Government has stated that technical elements 
of current EU fisheries law will be incorporated in to UK law under the 
European Union (Withdrawal) Act.22 

The CFP also continues to make some limited use of effort control to 
manage fisheries: 

                                                                                               
20  European Commission, Commission launches consultation on fishing less for better 

returns, 5 July 2006 
21  European Commission, Fisheries: Technical Measures, [website visited 26 November 

2018] 
22  UK Government, Petition response: Stop the Common Fisheries Policy being adopted 

into UK law post-Brexit. 21 November 2017 

https://petition.parliament.uk/petitions/204098
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-06-931_en.htm?locale=fr
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-06-931_en.htm?locale=fr
https://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/cfp/fishing_rules/technical_measures_en
https://petition.parliament.uk/petitions/204098
https://petition.parliament.uk/petitions/204098
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Fishing effort management is a combination of limitations to the 
fleet capacity and the amount of time that can be spent at sea by 
that fleet. Often effort restrictions are applied in addition to the 
more generally used system of total allowable catches. 
  
Fishing effort restrictions have been introduced in a number of 
situations: under multiannual plans for the management of a 
specific stock or group of stocks, and more generally area-based. 
Examples of fishing effort restrictions can be found in for instance 
the plan for management of the sole and plaice stocks in the 
North Sea (Council Regulation 676/2007), and in the rules on 
fishing in the western waters (Council Regulation (EC) No 
1954/2003). Management plans in the Mediterranean are 
sometimes centered around effort restrictions.23 

 

Box 3: The landing obligation, discard ban and choke species 

One of the approaches taken to ensure fish are taken within the TAC has been 
the introduction as part of the CFP of a discard ban and a landing obligation. The 
discard ban aims to encourage fishing vessels to improve gear selectivity and 
fishing strategies to minimise unwanted catch.  
The ban was introduced in 2015, with support of the UK Government, and 
comes into full force on 1 January 2019. It requires all commercial species that 
are caught to be landed, whether they are target species or not, even if 
undersized. These landings are counted against the TAC for that species in that 
area.  TACs have been given one off uplifts to take account of the extra landings 
resulting from the discard ban.  The distribution of this extra quota is determined 
by each Member State and can be conditional on the use of approaches that 
minimise by-catch. The CFP also allows quota swaps between years, and between 
licences to manage surplus catch.  
Reaching TAC limits as a result of the landing obligation can lead to fisheries 
being closed, which is likely to be a particular problem for mixed fisheries in the 
UK where reaching the TAC on one species, referred to as choke species, means 
boats will not be able allowed to fish (as they risk going over quota) and available 
quota for other species could be left unused. 

 

2.1 Member States decide how quotas are 
allocated 

The CFP, under Article 16 of EU Regulation 1380/2013, allows each 
Member State to decide how its share of the fishing opportunities (or 
TACs) are allocated to vessels flying its flag. In addition, Article 17 
requires that Member States “use transparent and objective criteria 
including those of an environmental, social and economic nature” in 
doing so: 

When allocating the fishing opportunities available to them, as 
referred to in Article 16, Member States shall use transparent and 
objective criteria including those of an environmental, social and 
economic nature. The criteria to be used may include, inter alia, 
the impact of fishing on the environment, the history of 
compliance, the contribution to the local economy and historic 
catch levels. Within the fishing opportunities allocated to them, 
Member States shall endeavour to provide incentives to fishing 

                                                                                               
23  EU Commission, Fishing Effort [website accessed 4 December 2018] 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32007R0676:EN:NOT
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32003R1954:EN:NOT
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32003R1954:EN:NOT
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32013R1380&from=en
https://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/cfp/fishing_rules/fishing_effort_en
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vessels deploying selective fishing gear or using fishing techniques 
with reduced environmental impact, such as reduced energy 
consumption or habitat damage.24 

The economic link criteria 
The CFP allows Member States to define criteria compatible with EU law 
aimed at establishing a real economic link between a vessel's fishing 
operations and the Member State, as long as this is compatible with EU 
legislation.  The rules do not exclude foreign ownership of vessels. In the 
UK one of the following is required as a demonstration of a genuine 
economic link: 

• landing over 50% by weight of their catch (which are 
subject to EU quotas) into UK, Channel Islands and Isle of 
Man ports. 

• demonstrating that at least 50% of the total crew man 
days at sea were accounted for by crew normally resident 
in UK coastal areas. 

• providing proof that routine expenditure in the UK on 
goods and services for the vessel was equal to either: i) 
50% of the value of quota stocks landed net of crew 
wages, or ii) 50% of the vessel’s total operating 
expenditure for the year, net of crew wages. 

• donating quota to the English under-10m fleet equivalent 
to a value representing 10% of the value of catch landed 
overseas. 

• any combination of the above methods agreed by the 
MMO.25 

In 2017 the Scottish Government consulted on its proposal to change 
the economic link licence condition for over 10m vessels from the UK to 
Scotland. It also set out proposals for increasing the required value of 
quota stock to be landed to meet the condition to 55% by 2020.  The 
consultation closed in October 2017, but the Scottish Government has 
not yet published its response. The original intention was to implement 
the measures by 1 January 2018.26 Further detail of how the UK 
Government and devolved administrations allocate quota can be found 
in Section 4 below. 

2.2 CFP funding for fishing communities  
The CFP also provides funding to support a transition to more 
sustainable fisheries and support for coastal communities.  This is 
provided through the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF), 
which runs from 2014 to 2020, and includes fisheries and aquaculture. 
The UK investment package for this period is €309m with an EU 
contribution of €243m.27  The fund: 

• helps fishermen in the transition to sustainable fishing; 

                                                                                               
24  EU Commission, Regulation (Eu) No 1380/2013 of the European Parliament and of 

the Council of 11 December 2013 on the Common Fisheries Policy 
25  MMO, Changes to the assessment economic link conditions, 18 April 2018 
26  Marine Scotland, Consultation Letter, 30 August 2017 
27  EU Commission, EU adopts €310m investment package for the UK fisheries and 

aquaculture sectors, 3 December 2015 

https://consult.gov.scot/marine-scotland/amendment-of-the-economic-link-licence-condition/
https://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/cfp/emff
https://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/eu-adopts-%E2%82%AC310m-investment-package-uk-fisheries-and-aquaculture-sectors_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32013R1380&from=en
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/changes-to-the-assessment-economic-link-conditions
https://consult.gov.scot/marine-scotland/amendment-of-the-economic-link-licence-condition/user_uploads/2017-08-21-economic-link-consultation-document---final-2-1.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/eu-adopts-%E2%82%AC310m-investment-package-uk-fisheries-and-aquaculture-sectors_en
https://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/eu-adopts-%E2%82%AC310m-investment-package-uk-fisheries-and-aquaculture-sectors_en
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• supports coastal communities in diversifying their economies; 

• finances projects that create new jobs and improve quality of life 
along European coasts; and 

• makes it easier for applicants to access financing. 

A 2016 NAO report showed that the largest share of this funding had 
been allocated to Scotland (€108 million), followed by England (€97 
million), Northern Ireland (€24 million) and Wales (€15 million).  

In response to a question on an EMFF replacement after Brexit, the 
Government stated that: 

Decisions on allocations to Departments for replacement EU 
funding are yet to be taken. This includes the European Maritime 
and Fisheries Fund. Decisions will be made in light of wider UK 
strategic priorities and other domestic spending decisions.28 

However, since then the Government has committed funding to 2020.29 

2.3 Aquaculture 
EU aquaculture policy falls under the CFP but is not regulated in the 
same manner as fisheries, although producers do have to comply with 
existing legislation on environment, animal welfare and food, and there 
are specific regulations on organic aquaculture.  

The Commission published Strategy Guidelines in 2013 aimed at setting 
common priorities for Member States: 

The Commission intends to boost the aquaculture sector through 
the Common Fisheries Policy reform, and in 2013 published 
Strategic Guidelines presenting common priorities and general 
objectives at EU level. Four priority areas were identified in 
consultation with all relevant stakeholders: 

• reducing administrative burdens 

• improving access to space and water 

• increasing competitiveness 

• exploiting competitive advantages due to high quality, 
health and environmental standards. 

On the basis of the guidelines, the Commission and EU countries 
are collaborating to help increase the sector's production and 
competitiveness. EU countries have been asked to set up 
multiannual plans to promote aquaculture.30 

A 2013 briefing from the Library of the European Parliament, Strategic 
guidelines for aquaculture in the EU, provides further background. 

2.4 Common Organisation of the Markets 
In addition to setting fishing effort for Member States and providing 
funding via the EMFF, the CFP includes a range of market measures for 

                                                                                               
28  Written question 117530, 13 December 2017 
29  Defra, Technical note on commercial fisheries if there is no Brexit Deal on 15 

October 2018 
30  Library of the European Parliament, Strategic guidelines for aquaculture in the EU, 

2013  

https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Briefing-on-EU-UK-finances-2.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/eplibrary/Strategic-guidelines-for-aquaculture-in-the-EU.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/eplibrary/Strategic-guidelines-for-aquaculture-in-the-EU.pdf
http://www.parliament.uk/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/commons/2017-12-05/117530
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/commercial-fishing-if-theres-no-brexit-deal/commercial-fishing-if-theres-no-brexit-deal
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/eplibrary/Strategic-guidelines-for-aquaculture-in-the-EU.pdf
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fisheries and aquaculture, aimed at supporting the marketing of fishing 
products, support access to markets for producers and provide clear 
information for consumers. It includes five different areas:31 

• Support for Producer Organisations and their production and 
marketing plans, aimed at supporting a sustainable fisheries 
policy; 

• Common marketing standards for all fish products sold in the EU 

• Requirements on consumer information, settings information that 
must be provided to consumers of fisheries and aquaculture 
products 

• Compliance with competitions rules 

• The creation of the European Market Observatory for Fishery and 
Aquaculture Products to improve transparency and make the 
market for fisheries products more efficient. 

                                                                                               
31  EU Commission Website, Fisheries: Market organisation [website visited 5 November 

2018]  

https://www2.gov.scot/Topics/marine/Sea-Fisheries/management/17681/producerinterbranch
https://www.eumofa.eu/
https://www.eumofa.eu/
https://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/cfp/market_en
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3. CFP impacts and criticisms 

3.1 Fish stocks 
The European Environment Agency publishes annual reports on Status 
of marine fish and shellfish in European seas. The 2017 report which 
covers data to 2015 found that fish stocks were generally improving in 
the North East Atlantic and Baltic Seas with at least 67-88 % of the 
stocks meeting at least one of the Good Environmental Status criteria of 
either fish mortality or reproductive capacity. For these areas the report 
concluded that: 

Important signs of improvement are being observed in the NE 
Atlantic Ocean and Baltic Sea. Since the early 2000s, better 
management of fish and shellfish stocks has contributed to a clear 
decrease in fishing pressure in these two regional seas. Signs of 
recovery in the reproductive capacity of several fish and shellfish 
stocks have started to appear. If these efforts continue, meeting 
the 2020 objective for healthy fish and shellfish stocks in the NE 
Atlantic Ocean and Baltic Sea could be possible based on two of 
the three criteria (i.e. fishing mortality and reproductive capacity). 
In contrast, there is little likelihood that the 2020 policy objective 
will be met in the Mediterranean and Black Seas.32 

The Pew Centre, a US based charity that campaigns on marine 
conservation, including fisheries in the Northwest Atlantic, has 
highlighted that the Fisheries Council set TACs in 2018 within the 
scientific advice on MSY limits, for over half the fish stocks that fall 
under CFP. However, the it was also of the view that more needed to be 
done: 

Fisheries Council ministers, in setting 2018 limits, made significant 
progress toward following the advice of scientists. For the first 
time since the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) reform in 2013, the 
council set the majority of limits in line with scientific advice, after 
marathon negotiations over two days and two nights that saw 
Commissioner Vella reminding ministers of their commitments in 
the CFP. 

Despite this progress, the Council set 44 percent of limits for 2018 
higher than the published scientific advice and provided little new 
information to justify why it did that. The Commission, in its latest 
report on the implementation of the CFP, also noted that 
overfishing persists. For 2016, the latest year covered by that 
report, at least 41 percent of stocks were fished at too high a 
level. With only two years remaining before the CFP’s 2020 
deadline to end overfishing in EU waters, plenty of work remains 
for fisheries ministers.33 

In a debate on the Lords Energy and Environment Sub-Committee 
report on fisheries and Brexit on 16 January 2017, Lord Teverson, the 
Committee Chair, stated that the committee’s most important 
recommendation was that “quotas and management be based as much 

                                                                                               
32  European Environment Agency, Status of marine fish and shellfish in European seas, 

August 2018 
33  Pew Centre, Progress and Delays Mark EU’s Efforts to End Overfishing, 3 May 2018 

https://www.eea.europa.eu/data-and-maps/indicators/status-of-marine-fish-stocks-3/assessment
https://www.eea.europa.eu/data-and-maps/indicators/status-of-marine-fish-stocks-3/assessment
https://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/cfp_en
https://stecf.jrc.ec.europa.eu/documents/43805/2092142/STECF+18-01+adhoc+-+CFP+Monitoring+2018.pdf
https://goo.gl/bl2081
https://goo.gl/bl2081
https://www.eea.europa.eu/data-and-maps/indicators/status-of-marine-fish-stocks-3/assessment
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/articles/2018/05/03/progress-and-delays-mark-eus-efforts-to-end-overfishing
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as possible on scientific evidence, rather than on political decisions.” He 
added that  

In the past the CFP has been based too much on politics, rather 
than scientific evidence. Scientific evidence on fisheries, as on all 
marine areas, is not perfect, but we should remain a member of 
ICES, we should use that evidence and we should continue to 
move towards sustainable seas.34  

The negotiations have also been criticised for a lack of transparency: 

The negotiations over TACs are held by the Agricultural and 
Fisheries configuration of the EU Council of Ministers. These 
negotiations are not public, only their outcomes are. This lack of 
transparency means that ministers are not on the hook when they 
ignore scientific advice and give priority to short-term interests 
that risk the health of fish stocks.35 

3.2 Imbalance in national catch allocations 
The main criticism from the UK fishing industry is that non-UK vessels 
land more fish from UK waters than UK vessels do from EU waters. The 
2018 Fisheries White paper set out the figures as follows: 

On average between 2012 and 2016 other EU Member States’ 
vessels landed in the region of 760,000 tonnes of fish (£540 
million revenue) annually caught in UK waters; whereas UK vessels 
landed approximately 90,000 tonnes of fish (£110 million 
revenue) caught in other Member States’ waters per year in the 
same time period.36 

3.3 Top down governance approach 
The process for setting quotas involves a mid-year consultation on 
proposed TACs for the following year, based on ICES scientific advice, 
followed by an announcement in the Autumn of the planned 
allocations. The final decision is made by representatives of Member 
States at a Fisheries Council Meeting in December, for TACs to be 
allocated in January. The details of the negotiations are not made 
public. 

As set out by the Institute for Government the CFP has been criticised 
for being an overly centralised, top-down approach for managing 
fisheries and not responsive to local stock levels.  The CFP has also been 
criticised for its lack of responsiveness to changes in local fish 
populations.  

The EU’s response to these concerns has been to move towards 
increased cooperation and implementation of measures by Member 
States at a regional level.  Member States are able to, after consultation 
of the relevant regional Advisory Councils, which are stakeholder-led 
organisations, provide recommendations on fisheries management for 
the Commission to act on.37 

                                                                                               
34  HL Deb 16 Jan 2017 v778 c2GC 
35  NEF, Landing the blame: overfishing in the Atlantic 2018, 29 March 2018 
36  Defra, Fisheries white paper: sustainable fisheries for future generations, 4 July 2018 
37  EU Commission, Advisory Councils, [website visited 26 November 2018] 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/agrifish/2017/12/11-12/
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/explainers/common-fisheries-policy
https://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/cfp/fishing_rules/regionalisation_en
https://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/partners/advisory-councils
https://goo.gl/bl2081
https://neweconomics.org/2018/03/landing-blame-overfishing-atlantic-2018
https://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/partners/advisory-councils
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3.4 Discards 
There have been long standing concerns about the amount of discarded 
fish as result of vessels not been allowed to land fish for which they 
have no quota allocation. The Commission solution, supported by the 
UK Government, was the introduction of the discard ban, which comes 
into full force on 1 January 2019.  It could have a particularly significant 
impact on mixed fisheries, where avoiding certain stock or gear changes 
are more difficult. The Scottish Government, which is lobbying for 
changes in North-Sea hake quotas to avoid issues with choke species, 
reported the Commission’s view was that an increased focus on 
changing fishing practices would help address the issue: 

The Commission responded by stressing it continues to believe 
there is scope for improving selectivity and reducing the choke risk 
by means of existing tools and encouraged Member States to use 
them. The Commission also underlined that, although postponing 
implementation of the landing obligation was not an option, 
flexibility could be considered if there was evidence that the 
available technical tools still could not reduce the choke risk.38 

The Fisheries White Paper proposed measures, included in the Fisheries 
Bill aimed at addressing the issue in England. The Government’s 
proposal is for a charging system for fish landed over quota, aimed at 
discouraging the practice. Further details can be found in the Commons 
Briefing Paper on the Fisheries Bill. 

                                                                                               
38  Scottish Government, The Landing Obligation & Discarding News: 2017, December 

2017 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/next-phase-of-the-discard-ban-takes-effect
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/next-phase-of-the-discard-ban-takes-effect
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/marine/Sea-Fisheries/discards/activities
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/fisheries-white-paper-sustainable-fisheries-for-future-generations
https://services.parliament.uk/bills/2017-19/fisheries.html
https://services.parliament.uk/bills/2017-19/fisheries.html
https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/CBP-8442
https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/CBP-8442
https://www2.gov.scot/Topics/marine/Sea-Fisheries/discards/activities/2017
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4. UK fisheries management 
Under the CFP Member States set their own criteria for fishing quota 
allocations (FQAs) for their flagged vessels (which may or may not be 
foreign owned), as long as they comply with certain principles set out in 
the CFP. This quota covers commercial fisheries, pelagic and demersal, 
that fall under the CFP. Shellfish, other than some nephrops fisheries are 
not covered.  

In the UK fisheries is devolved. TACs are divided among the devolved 
administrations who set individual fishing quotas. A Concordat agreed 
in 2012, between all the administrations,  which was due to be updated 
in 2017, establishes common practices for quota distribution. The UK 
fisheries authorities are as follows: 

• Marine Management Organisation in England;  

• Marine Scotland in Scotland;  

• Welsh Government in Wales  

• Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs in 
Northern Ireland. 

Further details of fisheries management in the devolved administration 
is set out in Section 5 below. 

4.1 UK fisheries statistics 
In 2017, the UK fishing fleet was made up of 6,148 registered vessels. 
Just under 80% of the UK fleet are 10m and under vessels (u-10m). 
However, both the number of vessels and the size varies significantly 
across the UK, with England having the largest number of u-10m fleet, 
2,512, and Scotland the largest number over 10m vessels, 576. The size 
of the vessels is reflected in the gross tonnage of each fleet in 2017: it 
was 58,611 gross tonnes in England; 5,124 in Wales; 102,933 in 
Scotland and 18,333 in Northern Ireland.39  

Despite the UK fleet being composed mainly of u-10m vessels, (in 2017 
under-10m vessels accounted for 78% of the UK fleet) they only landed 
6% of catch by weight.40 For example in England the 2,512 u-10m 
vessels, just over 80% of the fleet, landed just over 10% of the total 
catch by weight or 23,000 tonnes. In Scotland the landings where 
overwhelmingly from larger vessels. 

Further detailed UK statistics can be found in Commons Library Briefing 
Papers on The Fisheries Bill 2017-19  and  UK Sea Fisheries Statistics 

                                                                                               
39  MMO, UK sea fisheries annual statistics report 2017, September 2018  
40 Seafish Economics of the UK Fishing Fleet 2017, p14 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/69547/pb13771-fish-concordat.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/marine-management-organisation
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https://www.seafish.org/article/fleet
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4.2 Fishing Vessel Licencing 
Any fishing vessel that fishes commercially in the UK requires a licence. 
The Sea Fish (Conservation) Act 1967 and Sea Fisheries (Shellfish) Act 
1967 established a legal basis for the introduction of licences to be set 
‘for the purpose of preventing overfishing’. Before then, fisheries had 
been managed through open access as a common resource.  

The first licence was issued for North Sea herring in 1971 and gradually 
extended to cover all commercial fisheries. Licenses was the system  
through which quotas were later distributed in 1974.41 Licensing was 
extended gradually over the years to include most fisheries, lastly by 

                                                                                               
41 Hatcher, A. and Cunningham, S, 1994The development of fishing rights in UK 
fisheries policy (No. 69.)  

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1967/84
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1967/83/contents
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20 Fisheries Management in the UK 
 

including the remaining shellfish activity  that was not covered in 2004. 
No new fishing licenses have been created 1990 for over 10 metre and 
since 1993 for under 10m vessels, with the aim of limiting fishing effort: 

In order to limit fishing effort with the aim of increasing stocks and 
achieving sustainable yields, no new fishing licences are issued.  Anyone 
wishing to fish who does not have a licence must either acquire a vessel 
with a licence and quota attached or pay for and transfer a quota 
entitlement from an existing licence holder, before they apply for a 
licence: 

Fishing vessels registered in the UK must have a licence to fish for 
sea fish that will be sold. The purpose of the licensing system is to 
restrict the size of the UK fleet and control UK fishing 
opportunities to stay within the quotas under the European Union 
(EU) Common Fisheries Policy. There are different types of licence, 
depending on the length of the vessel, the species fished and the 
waters the vessel will operate in.42   

Under the current system there are a range of licences for over and 
under 10m vessels. Licences specify where a vessel can fish and are split 
into length category. Within each length group, different categories of 
licence specify which stocks of fish can be caught.  Licences can be 
modified by the government or revoked if conditions are not fulfilled 
(e.g. records cannot demonstrate the need for such a licence, or illegal 
activity). 

4.3 Fishing Quota Allocation  
In the UK a system of Fixed Quota Allocation (FQA) units was 
established in 1999, based on vessel’s historic landings (track record) 
during a fixed reference period (1994-1996 for most stocks). For the 
allocation and administration of quotas, licenced fishing vessels with a 
quota entitlement are divided into three groups: 

• “Sector”:  over 10m vessels members of a Producer 
Organisation (PO). Their quota allocation is managed by the PO. 

• “Non-sector”:  Over 10m boats not members of a PO, often 
fishing for non-quota species 

•  u10m:  vessels 10m and under, some are members of POs, 
although their quota is managed centrally by each 
administration’s Fisheries Authority. 

 

                                                                                               
42  MMO, Fishing vessel licence requirements, 5 August 2014 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200203/cmhansrd/vo030403/wmstext/30403m02.htm
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/fishing-vessel-licence-types/vessel-licence-types
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/do-i-need-a-fishing-vessel-licence#how-to-obtain-a-vessel-licence
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Box 4: Producer Organisations 

The establishment of POs was encouraged by the EU since the creation of the first 
Common Market policy in 1970. POs’ principle functions are regulated by EU 
legislation for the implementation of the common organisation of the market. Producer 
Organisation members can be vessel owners who are not necessarily the vessel skipper 
or crew. 
Fisheries POs are central to the allocation of quotas, and they also shape the structure 
and type of quota available through market mechanisms. Their role is to help market 
their members’ catch and manage quotas for their members 43. As quotas are 
tradeable, POs are able to trade quotas between themselves and purchase additional 
quota for their members.  
A total of 24 Producer Organisations across the national administrations are based 
around fishing ports in particular geographical areas: eleven in England, ten in 
Scotland, one in Wales and two in Northern Ireland. These include two national level 
POs: the Scottish Fishermen’s Organisation and the National Federation of Fishermen’s 
Organisations (NFFO) which represents members in England, Wales, Northern Ireland 
and the Channel Islands and lobby government (at the UK and EU level) on their 
behalf.  

 

The NEF report Who Gets to Fish? explains how these fixed quota 
allocation (FQA) which represent a fixed percentage of available quota, 
are distributed to licence holders:  

The UK uses a system of Fixed Quota Allocations (FQAs), in place 
since 1999, as the basis for distributing quotas to fishers. This is a 
quota-share system whereby fishers receive a fixed share (or %) of 
the national quota every year. FQAs are unitless values attached to 
fishing licences representing the share of quotas they are eligible 
to. Once EU total allowable catches (TACs) have been set, national 
TACs are converted into UK fishing quotas according to the 
holdings of FQAs by licence holders. FQAs were determined using 
the average landings of fishing vessels between 1994 and 1996.  
FQA ownership is published in an online FQA register.44 

Permanent transfers of FQAs separate from licence transfers have been 
permitted by the Government since 2002 effectively introducing a 
system of individual transferable quotas (ITQs). A DEFRA  
commissioned review of how quota was pooled and leased in the UK at 
the time set out the argument for this, stating that “the market will 
result in an efficient allocation of quota”: 

14. The principal economic argument for ITQs is that the market 
will result in an efficient allocation of quota whereas other 
mechanisms for allocating quota are very unlikely to do so. The 
efficient allocation is the allocation which maximises industry 
profits given the total supply of quota. […].  

15. Under an ITQ system, because quota can be traded and 
acquires considerable value (according to the profits that can be 
earned from it) an adjustment of industry capacity to the overall 
availability of quota will be facilitated. Some vessels will increase 
their quota holdings in order to operate more efficiently while 

                                                                                               
43  Hatcher, A., Holland, P., Cunningham, S., Young, J., Smith, A. and Muir, J., 

1995. Producers' organizations in the UK fishing industry (No. 82.). 
44  NEF, Who gets to Fish? 15 March 2017 
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inefficient vessels are more likely to exit since they will be 
compensated to the value of the quota they sell.45  

This ability to sell and transfer quotas has, led in some cases, to the 
concentration of quota ownership, and the acquisition of quota by 
foreign owned UK vessels and companies, both of which are allowed.  
This has resulted in the concentration of quota ownership by both UK 
and non UK companies, which is something that is of concern in some 
sectors of the industry and was been the focus of a Greenpeace 
investigation in October 2018: 

A new Unearthed investigation […] traced the owners of more 
than 95% of UK quota holdings – including, for the first time, 
those of Scotland, the UK’s biggest fishing nation.  

It reveals that more than two-thirds of the UK’s fishing quota is 
controlled by just 25 businesses […]  

Meanwhile, in England nearly 80% of fishing quota is held by 
foreign owners or domestic Rich List families, and more than half 
of Northern Ireland’s quota is hoarded onto a single trawler.46 

A press article set out a response from the Scottish Fishermen’s 
Federation chief executive Bertie Armstrong, in which he highlighted the 
benefits of larger vessels: 

SFF chief executive Bertie Armstrong said: “Once again, 
Greenpeace is guilty of painting a completely false picture of the 
UK fishing industry to match its particular prejudices. 

[…] 

Studies also show that for pelagic species large vessels which 
require massive capital investment are significantly more 
environmentally-friendly than a fleet of smaller vessels, not to 
mention safer in wild offshore winter seas where and when much 
of the catching of this type takes place.47 

Allocation system 
Each year FQAs are allocated by each of the national administrations to 
fishing vessels registered with them. Other than in Scotland the sales of 
FQAs and licences are commercial transactions in which the regulators 
do not get involved.. Quotas are able to be bought, leased, swapped 
and borrowed, and this is an approach that is often taken within POs. In 
Scotland a moratorium on the transfer of quotas (and a consultation) 
was announced in 2014 and is still in place 

The 10 metres and under sector (u-10m) are the biggest sector with 
regards to the number of vessels, and have their quota managed 
centrally by the Fisheries authorities. 48 In England, for example, the 
MMO sets quotas for these vessels on a monthly basis, based on the 
catch levels in the previous months. The aim of this is to ensure that 
there is quota available for these smaller vessels throughout the year.49 
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The UK has been criticised in the past for a lack of transparency in the 
approach to the distribution of quota and for not assessing sufficiently 
environmental and social aspects. A 2017 report by the European Court 
of Auditors, EU fisheries controls: more efforts needed, looked at 
Scotland in particular although the approach is similar across all 
administrations, and concluded: 

Member State did not always know which criteria had been used 
to distribute the quotas or the amounts allocated to each of the 
beneficiaries. This was the case in Scotland and France for most of 
the species. This lack of transparency makes it difficult for 
Member States to know the actual beneficiaries of fishing 
opportunities, their fishing gears and characteristics and therefore 
to assess any potential adverse impact on the environment and 
local economies, for example, and take the necessary corrective 
measures where appropriate. Lack of transparent distribution of 
quotas increases the risk that specific interests of certain economic 
operators are favoured at the expense of others.50 

Quota share for u10m 
In 2017, the ‘sector’ received approximately 98% of UK quotas for its 
members based on historic fishing activity.51 Despite the UK fleet being 
composed mainly of u-10m vessels, (in 2017 under-10m vessels 
accounted for 78% of the UK fleet) they only landed 6% of catch by 
weight.52 For example in England the 2,512 u-10m vessels, just over 
80% of the fleet, landed just over 10% of the total catch by weight or 
23,000 tonnes.53 

The lack of quota available for smaller under 10 metre vessels has been 
a growing issue, particularly in England and Wales which have been the 
subject of several campaigns over the past decade including a joint 
campaign in 2012 by Greenpeace and New Under Ten Fishermen’s 
Association (NUTFA): “Be a Fishermen’s Friend”54 arguing for a fairer 
distribution of quota. 

The New Economics Foundation published a report on the impact of 
various Brexit scenarios on fisheries, Not in the same Boat in November 
2017. This explained the difference in quota allocations and their 
impacts on the viability of smaller vessels as follows:  

Many fishing vessels have little or no quota, however. One of the 
starkest divides in the UK fishing industry is that while small-scale 
vessels (under 10 metres) make up 77% of the UK fishing fleet, 
they hold only 1.5% of the quota. Owing to complex historical 
reasons, as well as a specialisation in non-quota species (e.g. crab, 
scallops, seabass), these vessels have been shut out of the system. 

This divide in quota ownership is one of the contributing factors 
to a sharp divide in current economic performance, with the 
large-scale fleet recording profit margins of 19% and the small-
scale fleet operating at a profit margin of 0%. As the gains from 
quota increases accrue to those who hold the quota rights, these 
gains further entrench the ‘haves and have nots’ of UK fisheries. 

                                                                                               
50  European Court of Auditors, EU fisheries controls: more efforts needed, 2017 
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Small-scale vessels also see little benefit from exclusive access out 
to 200 nautical miles, as they fish exclusively in inshore waters.55 

In 2012, as a result of the underutilisation of some quotas in the over 
10m sector and the lack of quota available to the u10m, Defra made 
the decision to permanently realign 0.4% of unused English FQAs from 
the over 10 metre sector to the under 10 metre sector. This decision 
was challenged by POs. However, a Judicial Review concluded that in 
this case it was within the Government’s power to reallocate unused 
quota without compensation.56 

In 2017, a Coastal Producer Organisation was established in England 
with 200 members.57 It aims to enable inshore under 10m vessels get an 
increased share of quota58. 

The Government did examine options for changing how, rather than 
how much,  FQAs are allotted to u-10m vessels when it published an  
Informal consultation on proposals for allocating Fixed Quota Allocation 
units to 10m-and-under licenses in the English Fleet in 2014.  This 
suggested allocation individual fixed annual fishing quotas to u-10m 
vessels. However the proposals were dropped because of lack of 
support in consultation responses: 

The consultation asked for a yes or no response to the question 
‘do you agree with the proposal to allocate FQAs/quota to U10m 
licences’, 47 (69%) of the 68 respondents said no, 13 (19%) said 
yes and eight (12%) did not select an option. Of the 47 that did 
not support the proposal the biggest area of concern was that the 
proposal would restrict the current flexibility of the U10m pool 
and that using track [fishing] records [to allocate quotas] will be 
damaging (as reflected in the earlier consultation responses).59 

4.4 Non-quota fisheries: shellfish 
The majority of shellfish landed in the UK does not fall under the quota 
system, although UK regulations allow for the creation of exclusive 
access in some areas.  

Shellfish are important part of UK fisheries with highest total value of 
landings, and the majority of the UK catch is exported. Shellfish 
licencing is outside of the CFP, managed at regional level and as such 
will not be directly affected by the UK leaving the EU.   

Since 2000, the quantity of shellfish landed has risen by 8%. However, 
the quantity of fish landed in UK ports has declined by 8%, due to the 
falling quantity of demersal fish landed (down 33% from 2000 to 
2017). The quantity of pelagic fish landed has risen by 18% over this 
period. 60 
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All the fish and shellfish landed in UK ports was worth £789 million in 
2017. The value of shellfish was £346 million, the value of demersal 
landings was £320 million in 2017, the value of pelagic landings was 
£123 million.61 Between 2000 and 2017, the value of all fish and 
shellfish landed in the UK has increased by 17% in real terms.  

                                                                                               
61  Ibid and HM Treasury, UK GDP Deflator, October 2018 
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5. Devolved fisheries 
management 

Fisheries management in the UK is devolved, with different approaches 
taken by the four administrations. In Northern Ireland some level of 
devolution has existed since the 1920’s, however in other devolved 
administrations this did not occur until the 1960’s.62 

5.1 The Fisheries Concordat 
Since 2012 the allocation of fishing quotas has also been a devolved 
matter. The UK Government announced in May 2012 that instead of 
setting individual quotas for fishing vessels that held a fishing licence at 
UK level, devolved administrations would take over distributing quota: 

Under the agreement, the UK, Scottish and Welsh Government, 
and the Northern Ireland Executive will each be allocated shares, 
agreed annually, of UK fish quotas for distribution to their fleets.  
These will be based on the number of boats in each area and the 
quota they already receive.  However, there will be no permanent 
split of UK quota; fishing vessels will be free to move their 
operations to other parts of the UK.63 

The Government’s stated aim was to “allow each country to adapt 
quota allocations to best suit fleets in different parts of the UK.”64 

The agreement, or Concordat, established common practice for vessel 
licensing, effort management and quota distribution. Under the 
Concordat, the devolved administrations have authority to make 
changes in how fishing opportunities can be allocated within their 
area.65 In addition, a Fixed Quota Allocation (FQA) Register, aimed at 
increasing transparency, has been developed as part of the Concordat 
through collaboration between all the UK fisheries administrations, the 
Marine Management Organisation (MMO) and Centre for Environment, 
Fisheries and Aquaculture Science (CEFAS). The aim is to increase 
transparency around who has access to fishing quotas across the UK. 

The UK Government consulted on a further review of the Concordat in 
December 2016, but the proposals put forward have not yet been 
implemented.  The Scottish Government has been pressing for it to be 
agreed and has published a draft of the new version on its website.66 

The changes proposed in the updated draft concordat include measures 
to make it easier for vessels, together with their quota allocation, to 
move between fisheries administrations, and remove reference to the 
use of economic links in licences so that Administrations “can have 
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further discussions about the effectiveness and development of the 
[economic link] licence condition”.67 

Box 5: Fisheries Legislation 

England and Wales: Fisheries are governed through the Sea Fisheries (Shell fish) Act 
1967, Sea Fish (Conservation) Act 1967 and Fisheries Act 1981.  
Wales: Fisheries were devolved in the Government of Wales Act 1998 and 
Government of Wales Act 2006 
Scotland: Scotland has had separate legislation covering inshore fisheries 
management since 1967 through the Sea Fisheries (Shellfish) Act 1967, Sea Fish 
(Conservation) Act 1967 and the Inshore Fisheries (Scotland) Act 1984 Since the  
Scotland Act (1998) fisheries management has been fully devolved.  
Northern Ireland: The 1966 Fisheries Act (Northern Ireland) and other UK Acts 
(including the UK Sea Fish Conservation Act 1967 and the Fisheries Act 1968) 
governed fisheries management, until the Fisheries Act (Northern Ireland) 2016 was 
Fisheries Act (Northern Ireland) 1966.This had last been amended in 2001, following 
the Good Friday Agreement. 

 

5.2 England 
In England, DEFRA has overarching responsibility for fisheries policy. The 
administrative body is Marine Management Organisation (MMO). It 
responsible for licensing fishing vessels, quota allocation, including 
managing the quota for the under 10m vessels, and the larger non-
sector vessels which are not members of Producer Organisations (PO). 
The MMO also regulates POs, who manage and pool the quota 
allocation of their members, which is the majority of the over 10m 
fleet.68 The MMO is the lead regulatory authority for any fishing areas 
that straddle the 0-6 and 6-12 nm boundary.69 It also has responsibility 
for fisheries enforcement and managing quota swaps with other 
Member States. 

The Marine and Coastal Access Act 2009, which established the MMO, 
also established ten Inshore Fisheries and Conservation Authorities 
(IFCAs). These statutory bodies were established in 2010 in England 
replacing the previous Sea Fisheries Committees. The IFCAs have 
regional responsibilities within their area of jurisdiction, with the 0-6 nm 
zone under the oversight of Defra and the MMO 70. When the IFCAs 
changed from SFCs, reducing from 12 to 10 in number, several of them 
also took on an expanded geographical jurisdiction. In addition, the 
IFCAs took on a wider remit which included new duties for marine 
conservation as well as inshore fisheries management, including 
expanded powers for enforcement and compliance.  
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Box 6: IFCA Governance 

Each IFCA’s work programme is guided by a Committee of 21 members including six 
Councillors and three public body representatives from the MMO, Natural England and 
the Environment Agency. Eleven other voluntary members are appointed for up to four 
years by the MMO through an interview process to include interests from commercial 
and recreational fishing, marine conservation and other sectors or interests relating to 
the marine environment. 

 
IFCAs develop their own byelaws to suit the particularities of the inshore 
fisheries operating the IFCA district.71 Bye-laws may have particular 
boundaries within or may apply seasonally and include control measures 
using permits, conditional or temporal restrictions (e.g. setting minimum 
landing sizes, closing fishing areas, or effort management through the 
use of permits or tags on fishing gear).72 For example, the cockle fishery 
in the Wash is covered by the Eastern IFCA who close the fishery for a 
certain period every year.73,74  

In addition, as a result of new powers granted by the Marine and 
Coastal Access Act,75 emergency bye-laws can be introduced in 
response to emerging conditions, for example to address overfishing or 
habitat conservation concerns. Both of these are the type of measure, 
which is argued is a more local and responsive approach to changes in 
fisheries, that is advocated by many in the fisheries sector. 

However, IFCAs are limited in their control of fisheries within their area 
of jurisdiction as licensing and quota allocation in their areas remain 
within the power of the MMO and Producer Organisations.76  

5.3 Scotland 
Since the Scotland Act 1998, fisheries management has been fully 
devolved to Marine Scotland, responsible for Scotland's inshore and 
offshore seas. It is responsible for managing the activities of all Scottish 
fishing vessels operating within the ‘Scottish zone’. This is defined as 
covering the North Sea and West of Scotland out to 200nm. Ten 
Scottish POs exist77 and as in the other devolved administrations, they 
are responsible for quota allocation for the ‘sector’. 

In contrast to England, Scottish fisheries management has historically 
been centralised both within the inshore 12nm territorial water limit and 
further offshore to 200nm.  

An updated Inshore Fisheries Strategy, published by the Government in 
2015 aims to provide a “greater focus on integration with the marine 
planning system”, reflecting the adoption of a National Marine Plan in 
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2015 and the need to “embed inshore fisheries management into wider 
marine planning”. As a result of the Strategy and since April 2016, a 
network including five non-statutory bodies, Regional Inshore Fisheries 
Groups (RIFGs), have been established and succeeded the ‘Inshore 
Fisheries Groups’, formerly in place since 2013. Their aim is to improve 
the management of Scotland’s inshore fisheries out to 6 nautical miles, 
and to enable the participation of commercial inshore fishermen in 
wider marine management developments.78  

An Inshore Fisheries Management and Conservation Group (IFMAC) 
allows inshore issues to be addressed by national representatives for 
inshore fishermen. It complements the RIFG network by focusing on 
national, as opposed to local, inshore issues and by covering inshore sea 
areas not covered by RIFGs (e.g. 6-12 nm).79 

5.4 Wales  
Fisheries management was developed for England and Wales together 
and was not devolved to Wales until the Government of Wales Act 
1998 and Government of Wales Act 2006, which included jurisdiction 
over the first 12 nautical miles of sea. In 2009, the Marine and Coastal 
Access Act introduced amendments creating the 'Welsh zone', for the 
purposes of fisheries management by Welsh Ministers. 

One Welsh Producer Organisation manages quota for the ‘sector’ 
However, as the majority of the Welsh fishing fleet, 90%, is made up of 
u-10m boats with a focus on shellfish, the Welsh based fishing industry 
are allocated only a small share of the total Welsh quota.80 

The Marine and Coastal Access Act  granted powers to Welsh Ministers 
for inshore fisheries. The four Sea Fisheries Committees (SFSs) which 
had existed since 1888,  were dissolved by the Marine and Coastal 
Access Act (2009) and inshore fisheries management became 
centralized within the Welsh Government. The SFCs were replaced by a 
new Fisheries Unit which reported directly to the Minister, a Welsh 
Marine Fisheries Advisory Group (WMFAG) and three Inshore Fisheries 
Groups (IFGs). This reflected the Welsh Government’s policy to bring 
external agencies directly under its control, in order to “provide a 
unified approach to managing Welsh inshore waters”, with “direct 
influence on the industry rather than rely on appointees to 
committees”.81 82 The role of the IFGs was to enable participation of 
relevant stakeholders at a local level, which would be analysed further 
within the WMFAG, who would make recommendations to the 
Minister. However, according to Terry et al., the IFGs were deemed to 
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not be effective in their current form. They were suspended in 
November 2016. 83 

5.5 Northern Ireland 
In Northern Ireland, and similarly to Scotland, fisheries are managed 
centrally and devolved to the Marine and Fisheries Division of the 
Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs (DAERA). 
Legislation has allowed Northern Ireland to regulate their own inshore 
fisheries since 1966.  Prior to this still, at the time of partition in 1921, 
the Government of Ireland Act 1920 set out what powers were to be 
reserved to Westminster. This did not include fisheries, which at the 
time only extended out to 6nm (later extended to 12nm in 1964). 
Northern Ireland has therefore had devolved powers for managing its 
inshore fisheries since 1921.  

Currently, two POs (Northern Ireland Fisheries Producer Organisation 
(NIPO) and Anglo-North Irish Fish Producers Organisation (ANIFPO) 
manage quota on behalf of the Administration, allocated to the POs 
based on the quotas held by their members. Central government 
manages the quota pool for under 10 metre fleet which represents 
57% of the total fishing fleet84.  

In 2002, fishery responsibilities within the ‘Northern Ireland Fisheries 
Zone’ – which includes an area beyond the territorial sea adjacent to 
Northern Ireland between Northern Ireland and the east and south of 
the Isle of Man territorial waters, were designated by the Adjacent 
Waters Boundaries (Northern Ireland) Order 2002.85 

Northern Ireland consulted on an Inshore Fisheries Strategy in 2013 and 
a summary of the responses was published in 201486. However, 
implementation has been slow. An inshore fisheries partnership group 
(IFPG) has been established (rather than a statutory IFCA as in 
England).87 It is made up of different stakeholder groups – inshore 
fishermen, scientists, environmental groups, anglers and covers the 
whole of the Northern Ireland territory. Its main function is as an 
advisory body, but it can also propose policy changes.  

5.6 Crown Dependencies 
When the UK joined the European Community, the Crown 
Dependencies: Bailiwick of Jersey, the Bailiwick of Guernsey and the Isle 
of Man asked for a special arrangement. As a result, they are not part of 
the EU, but benefit from a special relationship with the EU under 
Protocol 3 to the UK's Treaty of Accession to the European Community. 
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They are part of the customs territory of the EU and therefore all 
customs matters apply. However, other EU Rules do not apply to the 
Crown Dependencies, such as free movement of people. 

As a House of Lords report on Brexit: the Crown Dependencies explains, 
fisheries quotas “was one of the principal areas of disagreement” 
between the Chief Ministers of Guernsey and Jersey over Brexit. 
Although the CFP does not apply to the Crown Dependencies, Jersey 
and the Isle of Man abide to an EU quota regime voluntarily via a 
Fisheries Management Agreement (FMA) with the UK. The FMA allows 
for access for UK fishermen and Protocol 3 (Article 4) states that 
fisheries matters in the extended territorial sea (3-12nm) must comply 
with the UK’s obligations under the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP). This 
means that any rules and regulations must be consistent with the UK’s 
obligations under the CFP. Guernsey however, does not have an 
agreement in place as this was suspended following a dispute with 
DEFRA in 2012 regarding the adoption of UK set quotas.88 

 

 

                                                                                               
88  House of Lords European Union Committee,  Brexit: Crown Dependencies, 19th 

Report of Session 2016–17, 23 March 2017 

https://www.parliament.uk/brexit-crown-dependencies
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201617/ldselect/ldeucom/136/136.pdf
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