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The Ornamental Aquatic Trade Association (OATA) represents more than 800 UK businesses which 
provide fish-keepers with everything they need to set up and maintain a successful home aquarium 
or garden pond. Our members include retailers, breeders, importers and manufacturers, many of 
which are SMEs.  
 
We promote high welfare standards in the industry through a wide variety of initiatives, such as our 
Code of Conduct, Transport Code, customer care sheets and our partnerships under the 
Government’s Primary Authority Scheme.  
 
The majority of the ornamental fish species in which our members’ trade are not native to the UK, 
with most being imported into the country through UK airports. Our industry is reliant on the 
provision of live, healthy animals so it is a priority for our members, and commercially prudent, to 
keep the fish they trade in healthy and as stress-free as possible at every stage of their journey. 
While the majority of live ornamental fish arrive from outside the EU, there are imports that come 
from the EU and GB businesses are involved in supplying fish for Northern Ireland businesses.  
 
The UK trade in live ornamental fish 
 
Some facts about the UK home aquarium industry (pre-Covid): 

• 4 million households own fish (14% of the population). 

• Over 100 million are fish kept in aquariums and garden ponds making them the UK’s most 
populous pet. 

• Fish keepers spend an estimated £400 million a year on their hobby 

• An estimated 12,000 people are employed by UK aquatic-related businesses. 
 
We have focused our answers to the scope of those Inquiry questions that are most pertinent to the 
trade in ornamental fish. 
 
1. Does the UK have sufficient resources and capacity to certify, record and inspect animal 
movements across its borders? 
 
Currently, no. In February 2021 OATA felt compelled to write to the Secretary of State for Defra  to 
highlight significant problems associated with the import of live ornamental fish, and subsequently 
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lodge a complaint with the Animal and Plant Health Agency (APHA) in relation to the  behaviour 
exhibited by some staff at Heathrow airport (where 80% of ornamental fish arrive into the UK). 
 
We understand the COVID-19 situation has led to a limit on staff on site, which means there are 
delays in dealing with the movement and inspection of animals but even prior to the pandemic there 
were often delays. Importers pay a considerable sum of money in inspection fees but are not 
currently receiving a commensurate service. 
 
Each consignment of live fish that comes into the UK for our industry has to be inspected by APHA 
official veterinarians. However, the limited availability of veterinary staff means it can take longer 
than it should with potential implications on the welfare of fish.  
 
We suggest that consideration is given to appointing suitably trained non-veterinary staff to assist 
veterinary officials in undertaking welfare checks of imported fish at the border. This would help 
in freeing up official veterinarians to carry out other animal inspections. 
 
A particular issue, which seems unnecessary in this day and age, is the refusal by the authorities to 
accept electronic health certificates, instead requiring for consignments of imported ornamental fish 
to be accompanied by a hard copy health certificate. It is not uncommon for airlines to lose 
paperwork for the freight they carry which results in importers having to physically visit the airline 
office, collect paper copies of the documents and then hand them to APHA staff. Not only do these 
processes create unnecessary delays to the importing process, they are clearly not consistent with 
good health practices, exacerbating health risks to the staff of the airline, the importer and APHA 
staff. Accepting electronic certificates would not only mitigate health risks but would speed up 
processes at the border benefitting animal welfare.  
 
We suggest that making the acceptance of electronic certificates/paperwork, without the need for 
hard copy documentation, should become a priority to speed up processes at the border 
benefitting animal welfare, businesses and staff. 
 

An oft recurring issue relates to the Automatic Licence Verification System (ALVS) which enables 
inspectors’ decisions to be shared electronically with HMRC for customs clearance. However, 
links between the different IT systems used at the border repeatedly fail requiring importers to 
revert to manual, paper-based clearances process, adding up to 3 hours to clearance times, a 
concern when dealing with live animals. No-one seems to be able to identify and correct the 
source of the problem when it arises. Remedying this problem would benefit importers, border 
officials and of course for the animals in transit as they wait long periods for clearance to move to 
the next stage.  
 
We suggest that resolving issues with the IT systems used by border officials should also be 
considered a priority. 
 
We would point out that inefficiencies at the border do not just have implications for the animals 
and the importer businesses we represent but affect everyone in the supply chain from delivery 
drivers to retail staff. Every problem or delay ends with a cost that is footed by businesses along the 
supply chain. Inevitably these issues must also be creating a stressful working environment for the 
staff who work in the various agencies at the border. 
 
3. What impact will the new UK-EU agreement have on moving animals across the Irish border and 
between GB and the EU/Northern Ireland? 
 



Historically, ornamental fish have been imported into GB for onward transit to Northern Ireland. 
Despite the efforts of officials to ease the movement of live ornamental fish across the border to NI, 
we know from discussions with our member businesses that trade with Northern Ireland since 1 
January 2021 has been extremely difficult as a result of the Northern Ireland Protocol. We are aware 
from our member businesses that the bureaucracy and cost now involved is making NI businesses 
move from GB to EU suppliers. 
 
A particular issue is the requirement that now 100% of each consignment is checked at the Northern 
Irish border, compared to around 10% for imports into GB. This means that the inspection process 
takes considerably longer. Tropical freshwater and tropical marine fish present a low health so these 
100% checks seem disproportionate to the risk. 
 
We are concerned about the potential impacts to GB trade when the new EU Animal Health Law 
comes into force across the EU and in Northern Ireland on 21 April 2021. Our understanding is that 
once in force the Fish Health Inspectorate will only be able to certify animals from premises under 
their supervision. Larger importing wholesalers will hopefully be unaffected but it is possible that 
businesses making small scale retail sales will probably no longer be able to export to Northern 
Ireland. It is likely that the hobbyist trade will also stop, which will be an issue for those keepers and 
specialist breeders of endangered species, who could previously swap fish to restock bloodlines, 
with a potential conservation impact.   
 
4. How should the Government balance animal health and welfare alongside economic interests?   
 
OATA believes that pragmatic, risk-based approaches such as earned recognition/approved 
operator/trusted trader schemes should be seriously considered. For businesses meeting certain 
minimum standards, such as a strong history of compliance, a good biosecurity and welfare record, 
consideration should be given to mechanisms that reduce their costs and ease the movement of 
livestock at the border and has the potential to achieve tangible benefits for businesses, officials and 
the animals concerned. 
 
 We believe such a system would have additional benefits for officials, enabling border staff to 
prioritise their attentions on those operators that do not meet minimum standards. When other 
operators see this it would provide an incentive for them to raise their own standards.   
 
We would encourage relevant Government bodies to discuss the potential of such schemes with 
businesses. 
 
We would also urge policy makers to encourage the staff of the various border agencies to use more 
common sense and pragmatism rather than slavishly focusing on paperwork and procedure. We 
have known instances where personnel have refused to process whole consignments of fish because 
boxes contained other items or the box with the paperwork is not marked up properly. Boxes clearly 
marked LIVE FISH are easy to identify but some border staff focus on process to the exclusion of all 
else, including animal welfare. We understand the past year has been extremely difficult for all but 
an element of pragmatism from border officials would help to avoid compromising animal welfare as 
a result of bureaucratic processes. 
 
8. Are the current rules and checks on the movement of domestic animals strong enough to 
prevent illegal activity? If not, what could be improved? 
 
No. We believe illegal trade over the internet remains an ongoing issue that enforcement agencies 
find challenging to tackle. This goes far beyond domestic animals but in our experience has not 



abated despite multiple reports and evidence from our organisation to relevant enforcement 
officials.  
 
Also, if the procedures for the movement of ornamental fish continue to be fraught with 
unnecessary complications then there are those that will seek to circumvent legal and legitimate 
measures and will resort to illegal activity to bring them into the UK. 


