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The Ornamental Aquatic Trade Association (OATA) represents more than 850 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 Code1, customer care sheets and our partnerships under the 
Government’s Primary Authority Scheme.  
 
The majority of the 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. 
 
This submission focusses on the call for evidence on possible reform options relating to animal 
welfare in transport following the UK’s departure from the EU. 
 
The UK trade in live ornament fish 
 
Some facts about the UK home aquarium industry: 

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

 There are 100+ million fish kept in aquariums and garden ponds making fish 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. 
 
(Further information about the value and benefits of the wider pet trade can be found at: 
https://ornamentalfish.org/wp-content/uploads/Pet-Charity-Positive-About-Pets-2017.pdf which 
demonstrates the significance of the UK pet trade to the UK economy and society). 
 

                                                 
1 https://ornamentalfish.org/wp-content/uploads/Transport-code-final.pdf  
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Based on Eurostat data we estimate that in 2016 ornamental fish (tropical freshwater and marine) 
imported into the UK was valued at £17M2 at the point of import.  
 
During this period UK businesses imported live ornamental fish from 39 countries outside the 
European Union. Of these, the top 10 countries were responsible for over 86% of the value of all live 
ornamental fish imports into the UK. Imports into the UK come from countries as far and wide as 
Singapore, the Maldives, Indonesia and Colombia, and in many cases provide sustainable livelihoods 
in some of the world’s poorest countries. 
 
There is also a smaller, but notable, trade with EU Member States such as the Netherlands and 
Ireland. 
 
The vast majority of live ornamental fish are imported into the UK from outside the EU, primarily 
through the Border Inspection Post at Heathrow (about 80% of imports). 
 
Controls covering the fish’s journey from country of origin to home aquarium 
 
This is a global trade that is regulated at every stage of a fish’s journey, from the country of origin, 
through the complete transport chain to the point of purchase in the UK. In summary: 
 

 Country of origin 
 

o Fisheries law – countries often have their own regulations which may set quotas, 
determine from where livestock can be taken or ban certain species. 
 

o Endangered species protection – some species are protected by CITES and may require 
an export permit. 
 

o Fish health – shipments are inspected and must have an internationally recognised 
health certificates prior to export.  

 

 In the air 
 

o Safe transportation – International Air Transportation Association (IATA) rules apply. 
These are internationally recognised standards for airlines on the transportation of 
animals in a safe and humane way, with airlines open to prosecution if they contravene 
them. IATA rules state: “Shippers must pack fish to survive unattended for at least 48 
hours from time of acceptance by the airline” (Container requirement 51). It also 
outlines packaging and labelling requirements which must be followed. If a badly packed 
consignment reaches the UK it may result in a prosecution for animal cruelty.  

 

 On arrival in the UK 
 

o Border inspections – live animals, including fish, must enter the EU through a designated 
Border Inspection Post (BIP). In the UK these are supervised by the Animal and Plant 
Health Agency (APHA). Live fish containers are clearly labelled and must come with fish 
health certificates, customs declarations and, where applicable, CITES import and export 
certificates. Each consignment is checked by both Border Force officials and APHA vets. 

                                                 
2 Note that this figure only represents the value of fish at the point of import. It does not capture downstream 

values. 



Fish importers must also register with CEFAS’s Fish Health Inspectorate as Aquaculture 
Production Businesses for biosecurity reasons. 

 

 Transport in the UK 
 

o From entry into the UK - Welfare of Animals (Transport) Orders (WATO) apply - there are 
separate versions for the four administrations. WATO protects animals as they are 
transported from the airport to wholesalers or retailers. Journeys over 65 km must be 
carried out by an ‘authorised transporter’ who is responsible for the welfare of the 
animals they transport. All journeys in the UK require an itinerary of the journey (an 
ATC), and for journeys over 8 hours transporters are required to have a contingency plan 
in place to ensure the welfare of the fish they are transporting should any problems 
occur in transport. Carrier services also require businesses to comply with their own 
code of practice and packing requirements and have contingency plans in place both at 
centralised hubs and for delivery drivers if they experience issues en route, thus 
providing an extra level of security.  

 
o Arrival at wholesalers or retailers - OATA has produced a best practice checklist for the 

unpacking of fish which our members should comply with3.  

 
o Travel from retailers to customers’ homes – OATA’s transport code outlines the 

measures retailers should take to ensure both they and their customer meet their duty 
of care as required by animal welfare laws in the UK. This covers suitable packaging, how 
fish are packed and customer care information. We are aware of instances where live 
fish are being transported by carriers not authorised to carry live animals such as fish. 
We believe this problem is most prevalent from private/online sellers who often send 
live fish through the post using Royal Mail – despite Royal Mail’s stated policy that it 
does not accept live fish. There does seem to be a lack of enforcement of this policy 
which we believe has the potential to detrimentally affect animal welfare. We produced 
our own guide to the online selling of fish which includes information on how to 
transport fish to try to overcome ignorance of this issue and we include a lot of 
information on our website. 

 
The above demonstrates that there already exists a comprehensive system of controls on the 
transport of live fish throughout the entire supply chain. These controls have proven highly 
effective at ensuring a high standard of welfare of fish in transport and there is no sound evidence 
to suggest that additional controls or regulations are needed.  
 
However, we do believe that it is incumbent on regulators to ensure existing laws are complied 
with, for example in relation to transportation by unauthorised carriers. 
 
Additional evidence and comments 
 
We are concerned by the potential for unintended consequences arising from this examination of 
animal welfare in transport because the requirements for live fish in transport are very different 
from air-breathing and warm-blooded vertebrates. Specific issues relevant to fish we would ask to 
be borne in mind are: 
 

                                                 
3 https://ornamentalfish.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/Unpacking-fish-checklist.pdf  
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 Feed is withdrawn before handling and transportation to reduce metabolism (and hence ill-
effects of stress), oxygen demand and defaecation which improves water quality during 
transport. Thus, any requirements on feeding animals before travel (or during) would 
actually be very detrimental to their health. (This is part of IATA’s standards which states: 
“Fish must be fasted for a few days prior to shipment in order to reduce excreta and 
subsequent ammonia formation.”)  

 

 Fish are packed with a certain ratio of water and oxygen that enables the boxes in which 
they are transported to be packed in such a way as to minimise movement and disturbance 
(and therefore stress) whilst in transport. Any proposals relating to ‘overcrowding’ in 
transport or to the size of consignments or number of fish per consignment could also prove 
detrimental to fish.  

 

 Because of the way fish are packed for transport to IATA standards there is no need for 
ventilation, temperature monitoring and warning systems in either their packaging or in the 
vehicles used to transport them within the UK. This would be a superfluous requirement 
imposing costs on businesses with no welfare benefit for the fish in transport. 

 

 OATA’s transport code actively discourages transporters/carriers from opening boxes or 
packaging because this can lead to more harm than good. Even if a box has been damaged in 
transit, it is much more important for it to arrive at a facility where knowledgeable staff can 
deal with the particular requirements for unpacking live fish (lighting, temperature, water 
requirements to receive the fish, etc). Opening boxes under the wrong conditions, or by 
people without the right knowledge risks adversely impacting the welfare of the fish. This is 
obviously very different from the transportation of other live animals where intervention 
and removal if a problem/issue arises or is suspected would be considered vital. It should be 
noted that fish will remain in their IATA approved packaging throughout the majority of their 
journey, not being removed from it until it reaches either a wholesaler or retailer where it 
will be opened by knowledgeable and competent staff.  

 
There are many claims about the mortality rates of fish in transport. These are often ill-founded and 
poorly evidenced. As described previously, the majority of live ornamental fish come from outside 
the EU and enter the UK through a BIP where the welfare of the animals is checked by APHA vets. If 
there were any serious concerns they would be picked up at this point and action taken accordingly.  
 
A report by the University of Kent’s Durrell Institute for Conservation and Ecology4 examined the 
issue of mortalities in transport and acknowledged there is actually little scientific data on this issue. 
It also noted:  
 

“In a Written Answer to question (HL 4091) House of Lords Hansard, 30 March 2006, Column 
WA145 it was stated that mortality of ornamental fish imports to the UK monitored by the 
Animal Reception Centres (ARCs) had a mortality rate of less than 1%.  This bare statistic 
hides the fact that it is based on a very large sample size with 100% inspection of ornamental 
fish imports and therefore represents a realistic assessment of mortality at the point of 
import.  Other reports where no data are quoted should be seen in the context of the ARC 
figure of 1%.  Some very high mortality rates have been reported for the ornamental trade 
but these are not always reliable and can be based on sample bias”. (Page 110) 

 

                                                 
4 Literature Review: The benefits of wild caught ornamental aquatic organisms. October 2015. I Watson, Dr D 

Roberts. Durrell Institute of Conservation & Ecology, University of Kent. https://ornamentalfish.org/wp-
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This demonstrates that our industry already has good mechanisms in place to ensure animal welfare 
through the transportation supply chain. 
 
It should be further noted in this context that the economic viability of the home aquarium industry 
is based on catching or rearing and selling live fish, so it is in the best interests of all involved in the 
trade, and commercially prudent, to keep them healthy and as stress-free as possible at every stage 
of their journey to ensure they arrive in consumers’ homes in the best of health. If mortalities in 
transport or other adverse heath effects were as high as sometimes quoted the industry would be 
commercially unviable. 
 
As mentioned above, IATA requires fish to be packed so that they will survive at least 48 hours from 
their time of acceptance by an airline. However, it should be noted that most journeys to the UK are 
less than 24 hours5. Therefore, if fish are packed properly (according to IATA requirements and best 
practice) there should not be any concerns about the welfare of these animals during their journey. 
A recent project by Exeter University looked into stress factors and the effect of stress during the 
transport of ornamental fish. It identified6: 
 

1) The first analysis is looking at shipping distance within the UK from wholesaler to store 
and instore losses (“mortality”). There is no impact of distance here on mortality across 
all wholesalers but when looking at the wholesalers individually one actually has a very 
slight negative relationship, with fish that travel further doing better – suggesting that 
the extra husbandry measures for shipping long distances are having a positive impact.  

 
2) The other analysis looks at international shipping and does consider distance as a proxy 

for journey time. When looking at the instore losses there is no effect of the distance. 
 
Finally, we would highlight that there is very little domestic breeding of fish in the UK because it is 
commercially unviable for most UK businesses, and for many species not even possible. This is why 
our members pay so much attention in ensuring the fish they import and trade in are provided with 
great care throughout the supply chain. Indeed, some of our larger members go as far as to provide 
training to the fishermen at source or work with NGOs in the field to ensure that fish are caught and 
packed in a way that minimises adverse welfare impacts, consequently helping to develop local 
economies in some of the poorest parts of the world where there are few alternative ways to earn a 
living.  
 
A recent report by the All Party Parliamentary Trade out of Poverty Group7 acknowledged the 
importance of artisanal fisheries in Commonwealth countries and recognised the importance of 
helping members “to unlock sustainably the value of ocean resources such as fisheries and 
aquaculture”. In considering any potential new controls imposed on the transport of live fish it is 
therefore important that decision-makers are cognisant of the potential impacts on not only the 
domestic UK market but also on the livelihoods of artisanal fishermen in some of the world’s poorest 
countries.  
 
In summary, we believe that the current controls on the transport of live fish and other animals 
for the ornamental aquatic trade already provide for high standards of welfare in transport and 
are fit for purpose. We further believe there is insufficient, sound evidence to justify more 

                                                 
5 Page 43 of the report mentioned in 2 
6 Pers comm. 
7 Our Shared Prosperous Future: An agenda for value-led trade, inclusive growth and sustainable jobs for the 

Commonwealth. April 2018. All-Party Parliamentary Trade out of Poverty Group 
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stringent controls. Should any further controls be considered we would emphasise the importance 
of recognising the potential impacts on the UK and global markets, and would welcome the 
opportunity to discuss them further with you. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


