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UNITED KINGDOM 

Brexit: What does it mean for 
the aquatics industry?
Dominic Whitmee, Chief Executive, Ornamental Aquatic 
Trade Association

ILLUSTRATIONS: 

COURTESY OF OATA

Food, farming, fisheries and biosecurity are 

big concerns at the forefront in the con-

siderations of the Department for Environ-

ment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra), the 

UK government department that OATA has 

the most dealings with. It’s fair to say that 

it is difficult for such a niche industry as 

ours to have a big voice in discussions that 

center on such fundamental issues for our 

nation. Nevertheless, we continue to seek to 

influence the debate where we can. After all, 

even small changes could have big implica-

tions for our member businesses.

Little detail to date

The UK Government has issued a number of 

policy documents and statements outlining 

what it is aiming to achieve in negotiations 

with the EU as we exit the Union. Most of 

these are very high level and give little in 

the way of detail as to how our sector might 

be affected. 

The EU Withdrawal Bill is currently being 

debated by the UK Parliament. The Govern-

ment has stated that it does not intend for 

the Bill “to make major changes to policy 

or establish new legal frameworks in the UK 

beyond those which are necessary to ensure 

the law continues to function properly from 

day one”. This means that current laws will 

not fundamentally change at the point we 

leave the EU in March 2019. 

Transitional arrangements are currently being 

discussed, which could mean that there will 

be no changes until the end of that period. 

Even relatively simple issues, such as how 

long the transition period will be, or whether 

there will even be one, remain unclear! This 

does not make it easy for anyone to say 

with any degree of certainty what a post-

Brexit world might look like. 

Additional burdens for business

The Government has stated that it “seeks a 

new customs arrangement that facilitates 

the freest and most frictionless trade pos-

sible in goods between the UK and the EU”. 

Free and frictionless trade is a laudable aim 

that most in our sector would support. How-

ever, the Government has also made it clear 

that the UK will leave the both the Single 

Market and the Customs Union. 

If this is to be the case, OATA’s view is that 

the attainment of free and frictionless trade 

will be extremely challenging unless the UK 

agrees regulatory parity and equivalence 

in all current and future laws pertaining to 

trade. However, regulatory parity is unlikely 

to give UK businesses any greater com-

petitive advantage over businesses in EU 

Member States. More fundamentally, it raises 

the question of why we would leave the EU 

if we don’t have any more control over our 

own laws.

Regardless of whether a high degree of 

regulatory equivalence can be agreed, there 

will almost certainly be circumstances under 

which businesses trading between the UK 

and EU will face additional burdens at the 

border. For example, discussions with UK and 

EU officials indicate that under the Conven-

tion on International Trade in Endangered 

Species (CITES) it is possible that import and 

export certificates will need to be introduced 

due to the specific requirements of the 

Convention under international law. We also 

know that transporter authorizations granted 

by the UK competent authorities will no 

longer be valid in the EU from the moment 

the UK leaves, thus most likely requiring 

anyone transporting goods across the border 

to hold both a UK and an EU authorization.

So, whilst at this stage we may not know 

much about what will happen once we leave 

the EU, we can be fairly certain that there 

will be changes that will affect anyone deal-

ing with cross-border trade with EU Member 

States and that these are likely to result in 

additional burdens on business. 

As a country that relies so heavily on im-

ported fish, OATA has taken the view that is 

therefore of primary importance that every 

effort is made to streamline and simplify 

controls at our borders to counterbalance 

any negative impacts that arise as the result 

of any more stringent obligations at the EU 

border. Effectively delivered, we believe this 

could provide benefits to both UK businesses 

and to our international trading partners.

It is, nonetheless, important that standards 

and regulatory controls or enforcement 

are not weakened and we believe a good 

balance can be achieved by adopting a risk-

based philosophy of ‘earned recognition’, 

allowing those businesses that operate to 

consistently high standards to benefit from 
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We believe the benefits derived from an 

earned recognition approach will also enable 

standards to be driven up in those busi-

nesses that operate at minimum or lower 

standards.

OATA position paper

OATA has developed a position paper based 

on these principles which has been shared 

with over 60 key officials in Defra and in 

those Departments most actively involved 

in Brexit negotiations. Our position has been 

drawn up based on wide ranging discussions 

across our membership and the wider indus-

try and forms the basis of our ongoing discus-

sions with Government officials and Ministers 

as the UK approaches leaving the EU. 

As we receive more feedback from OATA’s 

members and as the Government’s negotia-

tions with the EU develop, so will our posi-

tion. To give a flavor of the issues we think 

are most important to our industry I have 

picked out some highlights below.

∏ Retain good animal health and 
welfare standards post-Brexit

Most attention in the Brexit negotiations will 

focus on the desire to enhance opportunities 

for UK businesses.  However, it is important 

to ensure our standards are not inappropri-

ately reduced. We should continually seek 

opportunities to enhance animal welfare 

standards and, in trade negotiations, resist 

permitting lower welfare standards simply 

in the interests of opening up new markets 

which do not have equivalent standards. 

To do otherwise would undermine ethically 

and financially those businesses that have 

sought to improve welfare standards in our 

industry. It is a powerful selling point for 

many that they seek to provide animals in 

the best of health, whose welfare has been 

well catered for throughout the supply chain.

There are occasions where, despite the 

best efforts of businesses, animal health is 

compromised. It is vital that where health 

is compromised and there is any risk of 

contamination of the wider population or 

of native species in the form of disease 

outbreaks, that this is effectively managed 

and controlled. Our national biosecurity is 

important. OATA believes that EU animal 

health standards provide a good baseline 

from which to consider any future approach 

we implement in the UK.

∏ Retain sufficient levels of 
enforcement at the border to pre-
vent illegal trade

Illegal imports across the border and in the 

internal UK market seriously undermine the 

efforts of legitimate businesses to maintain 

high standards of health, welfare and prod-

uct safety, as well as their competitiveness 

in domestic and international markets. It is 

essential, therefore, that there is no reduc-

tion in enforcement effort at the border or in 

internal UK markets.

∏ Remove barriers to trade by 
streamlining import and export 
controls to facilitate trade and 
keep burdens and costs to a mini-
mum

Swift and efficient services at the border 

are imperative when it comes to live animal 

imports. Every effort should be taken to deal 

with live fish imports as quickly as possible 

to avoid any additional stressors on them. To 

help ensure this happens we believe that the 

Government should introduce a fully auto-

mated online application process for all cross-

border certification requirements, ensure all 

border staff are well trained in the various 

certification requirements, and introduce a 

Fish consignments arriving at London Heathrow’s Border Inspection Post.

Chart showing primary exporters of 

ornamental fish to the UK.
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tracking for businesses operating to consist-

ently high standards of compliance. 

∏ Give equal attention to markets 
we import from in considering 
trade deals

Much of the talk in the UK has been about 

developing our export markets. However, 

as a sector that relies predominantly on 

imported livestock, with a (relatively) much 

smaller export market, OATA is calling on 

the UK Government to give equal weight 

to the importance of imports in their trade 

negotiations.

∏ Avoid reducing standards in 
products traded

We have seen a worrying decrease in the 

standard of many electrical products enter-

ing the UK, particularly traded over the inter-

net. We are calling on the UK Government in 

its trade negotiations, to ensure that the UK 

does not become an easily accessible mar-

ket for those trading in poor-quality goods 

Water hyacinth was 

a popular pond plant 

in the UK until it was 

banned from sale 

across the EU, even 

though it cannot 

survive British winters.

by at least retaining regulatory equivalence 

with the EU for product safety standards, 

and even demanding higher standards as a 

means of highlighting the quality of prod-

ucts produced and manufactured in the UK. 

∏ Remove unnecessary trade bans 
imposed by the EU

Over the years a number of ornamental 

aquatic plants have been subject to sales 

bans as they cause problems in other, espe-

cially southern, EU Member States. OATA is 

calling for the UK to undertake a compre-

hensive review of all restrictions and bans 

on animal and plant species and remove 

them where there is no realistic threat to 

domestic wildlife. ∏

FURTHER INFORMATION
Find out more about OATA’s position on Brexit 
on our website, where you can read the 
position paper in full. https://ornamentalfish.
org/what-we-do/represent-the-industry/brexit/ 


