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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, including 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, customer care sheets and our Primary 
Authority scheme for pet shops.  
 
We recognise that virtually every species in which we trade in is not native to the UK. So our 
industry has a responsibility to both educate customers about the need not to release fish or 
plants into the wild and ensure high standards of biosecurity when moving animals and 
plants around the world. We provide the industry with information on this, from our 
Biosecurity Code to our Pet Code of Practice for keepers and traders (in partnership with the 
Reptile & Exotic Pet Trade Association). We are keen supporters of the Be Plant Wise 
initiative and Invasive Species Week and highlight the ‘no release’ message on all our 
customer care sheets.   
 
Size of the industry in the UK 

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

 There are 100+million fish kept in aquariums and ponds (making fish the most 
populous pet). 

 Fishkeepers spend £400 million a year on their hobby while pet owners in general 
spend around £6 billion a year on their pets (that’s all pets) including foods, 
accessories and veterinary care.  

 That generates taxes of more than £2 billion annually.  

 50,000 people are employed by the pet industry within the UK (we estimate around 
12,000 are employed by aquatic-related businesses). 

 Pets are good for our health and are estimated to save the NHS at least £2.45 billion 
every year (which could be a conservative estimate). Therefore the benefits of pet 
ownership in general, in terms of tax generated and NHS spending spared, is about 
£4.45 billion a year. 

 

In responding to this inquiry we have assumed that Brexit will mean the UK leaving the 
Single Market and the Customs Union as is the Government’s stated position. We have also 
assumed that any future trade agreements will enable the UK to establish a regime that 
identifies and manages the real and practical risks pertinent to UK conditions. 

mailto:dominic@ornamentalfish.org
http://www.ornamentalfish.org/
https://ornamentalfish.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/08/Biosecurity.pdf
https://ornamentalfish.org/wp-content/uploads/Pet-Code-of-Practice.pdf


 
1. What are the implications of the UK’s withdrawal from the EU for the UK’s biosecurity in 
terms of animal and plant health, invasive species and food safety? 
 
Once we leave the EU biosecurity measures could be more precisely and proportionately 
targeted at species, pests and diseases that are a genuine risk for the UK. Currently risks are 
assessed, managed and applied on an EU-wide, rather than a regional or national, basis. This 
‘one size fits all’ does not take into account the great variability within the EU, such as 
climates that vary from sub-tropical to tundra which do not exist in the UK.  
 
Taking an EU-wide approach under the Invasive Species and Plant Health Control regimes 
precludes UK businesses from trading in species that present no national biosecurity risk. 
Two examples of this are water hyacinth (Eichornia crassipes) which is named as an Invasive 
Species of EU Wide Concern and apple snails (Pomacea sp.) regarded as pests under the 
Plant Health Regulations. Whilst both may cause issues in sub-tropical southern Europe they 
cannot cause problems in northern Europe. Annual income lost by small UK retailers selling 
water hyacinth (which is effectively an annual garden plant in the UK) amounts to an 
estimated £1 million per year. 
 
The current situation and possible impacts: 
 

Key routes through which ornamental 
aquatic animals and plants currently enter 
the UK market  

 Comments 

 
Direct from third countries  

 
All consignments enter via UK Border 
Inspection Posts (BIPs). Assuming that 
animals and plants will continue to enter 
through BIPs post-Brexit it is unlikely much, 
if anything, will change. It will however allow 
for more consistency in the application of 
controls across UK than is currently the case 
across EU1. 

 
Imported from third countries via 
businesses in other EU Member States 

 
Likely to become subject to additional 
controls at the UK border if free movement 
of goods has ended. This will avoid the 
inconsistencies in the application of controls 
across BIPs in other EU Member States. 
 
Some of this third country trade might 
instead enter the UK direct (see above). 
However, trade that continues to enter 
through this route will place significant 
additional burdens on BIPs reducing the 
capacity of border officials to identify risks. 

                                                 
1 Food and Veterinary Office reports have historically reported for example, a lack of rigour in plant health checks 

at airports in Member States from which the UK ornamental industry imports occur. Historically pests like B. 
tabacci are up to 10 times more likely to be identified in the UK than in other Member States. 
 

 



  
Imported from EU producers 

 
Will become subject to inspection at UK 
Border. See above on capacity issues at UK 
BIPs. 

 
Produced in the UK 

  
No impact on domestic production in terms 
of controls. There may possibly be a greater 
production of aquatic plants or coldwater 
fish within the UK. However, this is less likely 
with captive reared tropical fish. It will not 
occur for marine species which are largely 
wild caught. 

 
2. Will the transfer of law via the EU (Withdrawal) Bill be sufficient to ensure that current 
legislative protections remain in place?  
 
If as stated there will be no fundamental changes to laws at the time of transfer the process 
proposed under the EU (Withdrawal) Bill should be sufficient, including most likely for any 
transitional period. 
 
However, the transfer of EU legislation as proposed should be the start of a process not an 
end in itself. Following a transitional period risks can and should in future be managed in a 
manner more relevant to the UK and so should not impose unnecessary or inappropriate 
restrictions on trade such as described above. This would enable better targeted and more 
cost-effective biosecurity. Enforcement agencies can concentrate their efforts on the species 
that pose a real risk in the UK rather than having to police a long list of species that do not.  
 
3. To what extent is a shared approach to biosecurity between the UK and the EU 
necessary and/or appropriate post-Brexit? Should the UK retain the Precautionary 
Principle in its implementation of biosecurity legislation after leaving the EU? 
 
Currently biosecurity in EU legislation is based on the World Trade Organisation (WTO) 
Sanitary and Phytosanitary (SPS) agreement. The SPS recognises three standard-setting 
bodies which are the World Animal Health Organisation (OIE), the International Plant 
Protection Convention (IPCC), its subsidiary the European Plant Pest Organisation (EPPO) 
and the Codex Alimentarius. The UK is a member of and plays active roles in these bodies. 
The members of these bodies establish standards which cover discovering, identifying and 
reporting the presence of specified disease within their territories. Currently reports on 
diseases are made via the EU to these bodies. Post Brexit, the UK could report occurrences 
within our borders independently to these bodies so in this regard a shared approach is not 
essential. 
 
At best the Precautionary Principle works as a rational appraisal and identification of gaps in 
knowledge. At worst it promotes ceasing activity if there is not a perfect knowledge of any 
given issue and when it becomes reliant on desk-based science without expert input. We 
believe we should retain the use of the Precautionary Principle but apply it according to a 
pragmatic and risk-based manner, taking into account relevant practical prior experience, 
including from industry experts. For example, it is the market, not scientists, that will decide 
what alternatives may be introduced if certain controls are applied. Alternatives that may 
present greater biosecurity risks.  
 



We would also point out that under the EU Alien Invasive Species Regulation, the European 
Commission has had to undertake a review of its own risk assessment process because of 
poor submissions by Member States. The UK is the only member state that applies a risk 
assessment process that is considered anywhere near adequate demonstrating we already 
have good mechanisms in place.    
 
In this context we would suggest there is the potential for a more pragmatic approach in 
certain circumstances, for example by reducing controls on the import of tropical fish 
species because they carry no notifiable diseases, cannot survive in the wild, and are 
destined for home aquariums, thus presenting a minimal biosecurity risk. We would not 
support a complete cessation of all import controls because we recognise the importance of 
our national biosecurity. However, we do consider there is room for a more pragmatic and 
risk-based approach. 
 
 4. To what extent is the UK reliant on the EU for the surveillance and timely notification of 
biosecurity threats? Are there alternative (i.e. non-EU, or international) mechanisms that 
the UK will be able to participate in post-Brexit?  
 
We believe that adequate systems either already or exist or can be established relatively 
simply post-Brexit: 
 

 Currently the UK reports occurrences of relevant plant and animal diseases to the 
OIE and EPPO via the EU. Post-Brexit we could continue to do so directly. 

 

 Monthly Europhyt reports are published online and so are readily accessible. 
 

 EPPO reports of plant pests are published monthly. 
 

 The OIE has a rapid alert system for animal disease open to all. 
 

 The UK can continue to require pre-alerts of relevant consignments to be imported 
to enable risk-based targeted inspections at our Borders. 

 

 The UK's ability to screen imports would be continued and could be enhanced as 
justifiably required.  

 

 The UK would presumably establish a system of health certificates that would 
accompany imports, akin to that currently required by the EU. The officials signing 
these would be bound (in countries that are members) by OIE, IPPC/EPPO and Codex 
Alimentarius rules. 

 

 Official contacts such as occur at OIE, EPPO, the Convention on Biological Diversity 
(CBD) etc will continue. 

 

 See also our answer to Question 6. 
 
5. What are the main mechanisms for biosecurity information sharing between the UK and 
the rest of the EU? Can these be maintained post-Brexit?  
 



Not mentioned elsewhere but TRACES also enables the pre-alerting of animal movements. 
We understand non EU Member State authorities such as Singapore have access to this 
system so there is reason to believe the same could apply to the UK. 
 
6. What biosecurity risk assessment, inspection and management is currently carried out 
by the EU that will need to be repatriated post-Brexit, and are there any resource 
challenges associated with this?  
 
The EU Food and Veterinary Office (FVO) undertakes rigorous inspections of biosecurity 
systems and adherence to its requirements for official services of third countries exporting 
to the EU. While the reports are published online and the results can be easily accessed, the 
UK may need to create the equivalent of the FVO to institute a program of inspections that 
are of particular relevance to the UK. 
 
The European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) undertakes risk assessments in the areas 
relevant to this inquiry.  After Brexit it might be presumed UK personnel would not be called 
upon to participate in the preparation of these reports. However the reports are published 
online and hence the UK will not miss out on the reports themselves. 
 
7. To what extent is a common biosecurity framework across the UK necessary post 
Brexit?  
 
We do not have a common biosecurity framework across the UK as many powers are 
devolved. This suggests there is no perceived need currently. For example: 
 

 England, Wales and Scotland are considered Koi Herpes Virus (KHV) infected while 
Northern Ireland is declared KHV free. (Southern Ireland is also KHV free). 

 All live crayfish are banned in Scotland while Cherax quadricarinatus is permitted in 
England and Wales. 

 Some tropical fish species may be owned in England and Wales but not in Scotland 
(or they require keepers to apply for a special licence eg Channa) 

 
8. How should biosecurity be managed on the island of Ireland post-Brexit?  
 
- 
 
9. Are there steps the UK can take post-Brexit to strengthen its biosecurity, in ways 
currently prohibited by EU membership? 
 
Our biggest gain will be the ability to identify and manage actual risks to the UK and not 
have to legislate for species and diseases that are not a biosecurity threat in the UK. By 
managing actual risks resources can be properly deployed and enforcement agencies can 
better concentrate their efforts on species that pose a real risk to the UK rather than policing 
a long list of species that do not.  
 
When there is good evidence that aquatic plants could become invasive in the UK we fully 
support the need for controls. Indeed, OATA advised the industry not to sell five pond plants 
years before Defra introduced a ban.  
 
However, it is becoming increasingly difficult to justify the bans on trading in aquatic species 
introduced by the EU Alien Invasive Species Regulation or Plant Health Regulations. There is 



no evidence to support the suggestion that many of these species pose an invasive risk to 
the UK and there is an unwillingness by the authorities to enforce controls and penalise 
those selling these species online.  This leads to huge frustrations among legitimate 
businesses which lose customers to sellers who continue to flout the law. For example, years 
after a ban on Apple Snails, this species remains readily available online. We do not endorse 
any illegal trading activity but believe it is essential that regulations are evidence based and 
enforced. Any law that cannot get the majority of stakeholders to comply is not good law. 


