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2021 Employment in the UK Fishing Fleet

•	 In the 2021 Seafish survey of the UK fishing fleet, researchers collected 
employment and demographic data on a sample of 268 vessels and 788 
workers across the UK catching sector.

•	 Overall, most workers in the sample (64%) were from the UK. 

•	 Most non-UK workers were from the Philippines, Ghana and Latvia  
and employed as deckhands. They were mainly employed on over  
10m demersal trawlers and Nephrops trawlers registered in Scotland  
and Northern Ireland.

•	 The average age of employees sampled was 40, two years younger  
than the average of the sample collected in 2018. Deckhands were  
the youngest workers in the sample, with an average age of 34.  
The average age of vessel owners was 50, and of hired skippers, 43.

•	 Most workers in the sample (99%) were male. The largest proportion  
of female workers (21%) was among ‘other’ roles (vessel owners and 
onshore workers).

•	 Over 80% of the skippers and over 65% of the owners/skippers held 
a professional skipper qualification. The most common professional 
qualification held by deckhands was Basic Safety Training.

•	 The most common work pattern of onboard workers in the sample  
(69% of them) was full-time, all year-round work. Most ‘other’ (owners  
and onshore) workers (57% of them) worked part-time, all year-round. 

•	 Most UK and EU workers in the sample (92%) were paid by crew share. 
Among workers from outside the UK, the most common remuneration 
methods were fixed salaries and agency contracts (73% of these workers).

Executive Summary
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2021 Employment in the UK Fishing Fleet

This report describes the findings of the 
employment component of the 2021 Seafish 
Fleet Survey of the UK fishing fleet. The aim of 
this report is to assist discussion and inform 
decisions on the employment situation and 
needs of the UK catching sector, in particular 
after the impacts of Covid-19 and EU exit.
This report presents a snapshot of employment in the UK fishing fleet as 
of summer 2021. All data presented in this report focuses solely on the 
sample collected during the survey. The sample is based on the availability 
of people in ports at the time of the survey and their willingness to participate. 
The sample is therefore not random and should not be extrapolated or used 
to represent a full picture of employment in the UK fishing fleet. 

The report presents data on nationality, age, gender, professional qualification, 
work and remuneration patterns of workers in the UK catching sector. Results 
are presented by home nation, fleet segment and job role. Sample coverage 
by parameter (i.e., nationality, age) varies. In this report all figures indicate 
the sample size (n) for each parameter reported.

Bespoke analyses of the data presented in this report are available on request, 
subject to confidentiality rules. If you have any comments about this report or 
would like more information, please contact us at:

Seafish Economics 
Seafish 
18 Logie Mill 
Logie Green Road 
Edinburgh 
EH7 4HS

Telephone: 0131 558 3331 
E-mail: economics@seafish.co.uk

Introduction
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2021 Seafish Fleet Survey 
Highlights on employment

During our 2021 Survey of the UK fishing fleet we collected  
demographic data on 788 workers on 268 vessels across the UK.

We asked vessel owners what factors had 
negatively affected their recent performance. 

Over a quarter of Northern Ireland vessel 
owners said crewing issues had been a  
challenge in the last year.
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Nationality
The majority of workers in the sample 
were from the UK. Most non-UK workers 
were employed as deckhands: over half 
of the deckhands sampled in the survey 
were from outside UK.

 
Percentage of UK workers by job role
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Age
Deckhands were, 
on average, the 
youngest workers 
in the sample.

Professional qualification		
Most skippers and vessel owners had a professional fishing skipper qualification.

Percentage of onboard workers by professional qualification

Gender
Most workers in the sample were male
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Working patterns
Most onboard workers worked on a full-time basis, while most 
onshore workers worked part-time. Nearly a third of full-time 
deckhands were foreign workers on seasonal contracts.	

Percentage of workers by working pattern

Remuneration
Crew share was the most common remuneration system 
overall but most deckhands from outside the UK/EU were  
on fixed salaries or agency contracts.				  

Percentage of workers by remuneration method

Owner +  
works onboard

Skipper Engineer Deckhand Other

Owner +  
works onboard

Skipper Engineer Deckhand Other

90%

10%

72%

11%
9%

6%
2%

95%

5%

79%

8%
6%

4%4%

80%

20%

43%
33%

11%

13%

66%

34%

66%

28%

3%

46%54%

29%

7%

7%

57%
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  Crew share      Agency or fixed salary

For full definitions of the descriptors used in this summary, go to page 32.
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2021 Employment in the UK Fishing Fleet

The 2021 Seafish Fleet Survey gathered employment data on 268 UK 
fishing vessels accounting for 788 workers. Tables 1 and 2 below show  
the sample size in terms of numbers of vessels and workers sampled by 
fleet segment and by home nation.1

Table 1. 2021 survey sample size and average number of workers per 
vessel by fleet segment

Fleet segment Number  
of vessels 

Total number  
of workers 

Average number of 
workers per vessel

Nephrops 40 207 5

Scallop dredgers 19 41 2

Demersal/beam trawlers > 10m 27 156 6

Demersal trawlers < 10m 11 18 2

Static gears > 10m 24 135 6

Static gears < 10m 92 146 2

Low activity 39 50 1

Inactive 11 18 2

Miscellaneous gear/not allocated 5 17 3

Table 2. 2021 survey sample size by home nation

Home nation Number  
of vessels

Total number  
of workers

England 97 233

Scotland 108 339

Northern Ireland 32 154

Wales 19 40

Not allocated 12 22

Survey overview  
and coverage

1    Vessels are allocated a home nation based on their registered port of administration. 7



2021 Employment in the UK Fishing Fleet

A note on inactive vessels
Inactive vessels are defined in this report as those that 
did not report any landings during the calendar year.

Landings in England and Wales are reported to 
the Marine Management Organisation (MMO) via 
logbooks (for vessels over 10m) or sales notes 
(vessels under 10m). There is an exemption from 
reporting landings under 30kg per trip. Vessels landing 
under 30kg will be classed as inactive if they choose 
not to submit sales notes. This exemption can result in 
some small-scale vessels being classed as inactive in 
the MMO landings dataset. In addition, some types of 
landings such as hand-picked cockles and clams are 
not included in MMO landings statistics. Scotland and 
Northern Ireland have their own landings reporting 
systems which require owners of vessels under 10m 
to report all landings.

In our sample, 11 vessels were classed as inactive, 
even if they were fishing at the time of the survey. 
Most of them were small scale vessels or cockle 
vessels as described above. We have not reported 
findings on these vessels as they cannot be allocated 
to a home nation or fleet segment due to lack of data. 

In July 2019, the MMO began a phased introduction 
of the Catch app, a new landings reporting system 
for under 10m vessels in England and Wales. The use 
of the Catch app was fully enforced on 28 February 
2022. Under 10m vessels will now need to report 
all landings after every trip. We expect that the use 
of the Catch app will capture previously unrecorded 
landings and the number of vessels classed as 
inactive will decrease in future reports.
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2021 Employment in the UK Fishing Fleet

The 2021 survey sampled an average of 8% of active UK fishing vessels by 
fleet segment or home nation. Figures 1 to 3 show the sample coverage as a 
percentage of the total population of UK fishing vessels in 2021. The highest 
coverage was achieved for Northern Ireland demersal/beam trawlers over 
10m (63% of these vessels were sampled).
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Figure 1. 2021 survey sample coverage by fleet segment (n = 263)

Excludes miscellaneous gear vessels and vessels not allocated to a segment.
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Figure 2. 2021 survey sample coverage by home nation of vessel (n = 256)

Excludes inactive vessels and vessels not allocated to a home nation.
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2021 Employment in the UK Fishing Fleet

Figure 3. 2021 survey sample coverage by home nation and fleet segment

Excludes miscellaneous gear vessels and inactive vessels. Note there were no Nephrops  
vessels registered in Wales in 2021.
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2021 Employment in the UK Fishing Fleet

Most workers in the sample were deckhands, followed by owners who also  
worked onboard the vessel (typically as skippers).

Table 3. 2021 survey sample by job role

Job position Total number of workers

Owner + works on vessel 223

Skipper 89

Engineer 25

Deckhand 434

Other (cook, owner, onshore worker) 14

Position not reported/unknown 3

Larger vessels, such as Nephrops trawlers and other large trawlers/static  
gear vessels in the sample reported a larger number of crew, most of them  
deckhands. Smaller vessels had a larger proportion of owners who also  
worked onboard, a situation typical of many small-scale fishing businesses.

 
Figure 4. 2021 survey sample composition by fleet segment and job position (n = 750)

Excludes inactive and miscellaneous gear vessels, vessels not allocated to a segment in 2021  
and workers of unknown/unreported role.
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Crewing and  
business performance

A tenth of respondents (37 people) said that crew issues  
had negatively affected their business performance in the  
last year. This view was not evenly spread among home 
nations and fleet segments: it was reported as a particular 
problem by owners of vessels registered in Northern 
Ireland and by owners of Nephrops vessels and demersal 
trawlers under 10m (most Northern Irish vessels sampled 
were Nephrops vessels).

The main crewing issues cited by interviewees were  
difficulties in finding reliable and/or local crew, and 
financial struggles meaning they couldn’t afford to pay an 
extra crew member. Owners who employed foreign crew 
also mentioned that Covid-19 restrictions made it difficult 
for these workers to travel to and from the UK.

“I would like a fourth crewman but there’s no one 
around.” Owner of Nephrops vessel

“I had to make one crew redundant as I wasn’t 
making enough money to pay a wage.” 
Owner of static gear vessel under 10m

“Crew is an issue. It has been difficult getting  
people over due to lockdowns and lots of added 
expenses: tests, quarantine, etc.” 
Owner of Nephrops vessel

2    All 372 respondents took part in the wider survey but not all provided employment data.

Figure 5b. Percentage of vessel owners interviewed who reported being 
negatively affected by crewing issues in the last year, by fleet segment

Figure 5a. Percentage of 
vessel owners interviewed 
who reported being 
negatively affected by 
crewing issues in the last 
year, by home nation

England 
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Our 2021 general survey of the UK fishing fleet returned 372 responses from vessel owners  
and skippers.2 We asked interviewees about their business performance, their expectations  
for the future and the main factors behind their response.

2021 Employment in the UK Fishing Fleet

12



0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30%

Low activity

Static gears < 10m

Static gears > 10m

Demersal trawlers < 10m

Demersal/beam trawlers > 10m

Scallop dredgers

Nephrops 25%

12%

16%

19%

23%

9%

6%

Figure 6b. Percentage of vessel owners interviewed who expected to be 
negatively affected by crewing issues in the near future, by fleet segment

Figure 6a. Percentage of 
vessel owners interviewed 
who expected to be 
negatively affected by 
crewing issues in the near 
future, by home nation

Interviewees were more pessimistic when it came  
to crew and future business performance: 13% of 
respondents (48 people) said they believed crew issues 
would negatively affect their future performance. 

Again, it was mostly owners of Northern Ireland  
registered Nephrops vessels who held this view;  
followed by owners of static gear vessels over 10m. 

The main issue discussed in relation to expected  
future performance was difficulties in getting local  
people into fishing, especially if fishing was perceived  
as a low wage career.

“�I’m looking to sell at least one of my boats  
due to a lack of crew.” 
Owner of static gear vessel over 10m

“�It’s hard to attract crew for seasonal boats 
because of poor earnings.” 
Owner of static gear vessel under 10m

Some respondents said they intended to stay in business 
regardless of performance so they could pass the vessel  
on to a family member, also reflecting the way most people 
in the sample said they got into fishing.

“�I have decided to keep the boat so my son can 
take it over.” 
Owner of scallop vessel
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2021 Employment in the UK Fishing Fleet

Survey findings 
Nationality

By home nation of vessel
All workers on Welsh vessels were from the UK. The Welsh fleet is mostly 
composed of low activity and small-scale vessels (Figure 3). In the sample 
these types of vessels tended to employ mainly workers from the UK (Figure 8). 

Northern Irish vessels had the highest proportion of workers from outside  
the UK (61% of all workers on these vessels). Most were from the Philippines 
and Ghana. 

The largest fleet segment in Northern Ireland (both in the population and the 
sample) is Nephrops vessels, which employed a large proportion of workers 
from outside the UK as deckhands. A similar pattern is found on Scottish 
vessels, with a third of workers coming from outside the UK. Most of these 
workers are employed on demersal trawlers over 10m which represented the 
largest share of Scottish vessels in the sample (12%) (Figure 3 and Figure 8).
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11

38

41
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5 38

1933

54 39 77
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Figure 7. Number and share of workers in the sample by nationality and home nation of vessel (n = 742)

Excludes vessels not allocated to a home nation.

Overall, the majority (64%) of workers in the sample were from the UK.  
The most common other nationalities of workers in the sample were 
Philippines (11%), Ghana (7%), Latvia and Indonesia (5% each). This 
represents a lower percentage of UK workers than found in our 2018  
sample, when 85% of workers sampled were from the UK.3 A full list of  
the nationalities of workers in the sample can be found in Appendix 1.

  UK      Philippines      Ghana      Latvia      Other

3    The ‘2018 Employment in the UK fishing fleet report’ is available at www.seafish.org14



2021 Employment in the UK Fishing Fleet

By fleet segment
All workers in the segments ‘demersal trawl under 10m’ and ‘static gears 
under 10m’ (the small-scale fleet) were from the UK. There was also a high 
proportion (over 90%) of workers from the UK in low activity vessels and on 
scallop dredgers. Workers from outside the UK were found mainly on larger 
vessels and most were from the Philippines, Ghana and Latvia. 

Non-UK workers represented nearly a third of workers on demersal trawlers 
over 10m (29%) and more than half of those on vessels over 10m using 
static gears (66%) and Nephrops vessels (56%). These are the segments that 
employed more deckhands (Figure 4), many of which were from outside the 
UK (Figure 9). 
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Figure 8. Number and share of workers in the sample by nationality and fleet segment (n = 730)

Excludes inactive and miscellaneous gear vessels, and vessels not allocated to a segment.
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2021 Employment in the UK Fishing Fleet

Recruitment under new UK immigration rules
From April 2021, the UK introduced a new 
immigration system. This system applies to non-EU 
and new EU citizens coming to work in the UK. The 
new rules do not affect EU citizens who were working 
in the UK before the new system was implemented.

The Skilled Worker route is now the main option 
available to UK employers for recruiting overseas. 
Under this route, potential employers need to be 
licensed as sponsors and pay a fee of between  
£536 and £1,476 depending on the type of licence 
applied for. Potential new recruits need a job offer 
from a licensed sponsor at a skill level RQF 3 or 
above. The job must meet a minimum salary 
threshold, which is the higher of either a general 
salary threshold of £25,600 per annum or the 
specific salary requirement for their occupation, 
known as the ‘going rate’. New recruits must also 
meet an English language requirement.4 

4    https://www.gov.uk/guidance/immigration-rules

‘�Share fisherman’ and ‘trawler skipper’ are listed  
as skilled professions under the new immigration 
rules, meaning vessel owners can recruit overseas 
for these positions. Their going rate is £18,800 for  
a 39-hour week.

When the survey was undertaken the new 
immigration requirements had recently started  
and as such were very new for vessel owners.  
A few interviewees shared anecdotal evidence  
on their early experiences with the system.

“�[Foreign crew] need a visa, English tests 
and a guaranteed salary. These are high 
costs even before the workers start.” 

  Owner of static gear vessel over 10m

  �Workers on vessels that operate mainly outside the 
12nm limit (territorial waters) need permission to 
enter the UK to join the vessel, but they do not need 
permission to work in the UK. Hence, non-UK crew 
on these vessels can be recruited on a transit visa 
rather than the Skilled Worker route.

By job position
Over half of deckhands in the sample (55%) were from countries other than 
the UK. Many engineers were also from outside the UK (36%). Vessel owners 
who also worked onboard and other workers were almost entirely from the UK.  
A fifth of deckhands in the sample were from the Philippines. 
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Figure 9. Number and share of workers in the sample by nationality and job position (n = 760)

  UK      Philippines      Ghana      Latvia      Other
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Figure 11. Number of workers in the sample by age band and home nation of vessel (n = 746)

Excludes vessels not allocated to a home nation.

Survey findings 
Age
The average age of workers in the sample was 40 years, 
slightly younger than the average age in our 2018 sample 
(42 years old).

By home nation of vessel
In the sample, vessels registered in Scotland and Northern Ireland 
employed a lower proportion of workers over 50. This is likely due to the 
higher number of larger vessels registered in these nations in the sample 
(Nephrops and demersal trawl vessels over 10m). These larger vessels 
tend to employ a higher number of younger deckhands from outside 
the UK. Vessels registered in Wales had a relatively high proportion of 
workers over 60 (26%). Nearly half of Welsh vessels in the sample were 
low activity vessels, which have a high proportion of older workers.
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by age band (n = 746)

Age band Number of workers

Under 30 195

30-39 197

40-49 166

50-59 118
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By fleet segment
Workers on larger vessels (Nephrops, demersal trawlers 
over 10m, vessels using static gears over 10m) were 
younger on average. This likely reflects the presence of 
workers from outside the UK on these vessels working 
as deckhands, who tend to be younger than UK workers. 
Conversely, on smaller vessels the age distribution of 
workers was roughly even across age bands (vessels 
using static gears under 10m) or skewed towards older 
age bands (low activity and demersal vessels under 
10m). On demersal trawl vessels under 10m, 39% of 
workers in the sample were aged 30-39.
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Figure 12. Number of workers in the sample by age band and fleet segment (n = 733)

Excludes inactive and miscellaneous gear vessels, and vessels not allocated to a segment.
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By position
Deckhands in the sample were the youngest workers with an average 
age of 34. ‘Other’ workers were the oldest, with an average age of 61, 
followed by owners who also work onboard their vessel (50 years old  
on average). The sample data indicates that workers coming from 
outside the UK (mostly deckhands) are younger on average than UK 
workers (mostly owners, skippers and other workers – Figure 9).

Most deckhands were in the younger age bands, while owners working 
onboard their vessel and other workers were mainly in the older age bands. 
Most skippers and engineers in the sample were in the 40-49 age band. 
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Figure 14. Number of workers in the sample by age band and job position (n = 750)

Excludes workers in the ‘other’ job role.
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The vast majority of workers in the sample (777 workers or 99% of the sample)  
were male, similar to the 2018 sample. 

By home nation of vessel
Half of the female workers in the sample worked on vessels registered in England.

Table 5. Number of workers by gender and home nation of vessel (n = 763)

Home nation Male Female

England 227 4

Scotland 337 1

Northern Ireland 152 2

Wales 39 1

Excludes vessels not allocated to a home nation.

By fleet segment
Most women in the sample worked on vessels using static gears over 10m or  
Nephrops vessels. 

Table 6. Number of workers by gender and fleet segment (n = 750)

Fleet segment Male Female

Nephrops 205 2

Scallop dredgers 41 0

Demersal/beam trawlers > 10m 155 1

Demersal trawlers < 10m 18 0

Static gears > 10m 132 2

Static gears < 10m 143 1

Low activity 49 1

Excludes inactive, miscellaneous gear vessels and vessels not allocated to a segment.

Survey findings 
Gender
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By position
The highest proportion of female workers in the sample was in the ‘other’  
category (21% of these workers, compared to 30% in the 2018 sample),  
reflecting that many women fill onshore and support roles in the UK fishing  
fleet.5 There were also four female deckhands (representing less than 1% of  
all deckhands sampled).

Table 7. Number of workers by gender and job position (n=782)

Job position Male Female

Owner + works on vessel 220 1

Skipper 89 0

Engineer 25 0

Deckhand 429 4

Other 11 3

Excludes inactive, miscellaneous gear vessels and vessels not allocated to a segment.

A note on onshore workers
The data presented in this report is as reported by vessel 
owners and skippers during the 2021 Fleet Survey. 

There may be underreporting of some types of jobs. 
People undertaking onshore roles, such as vessel owners, 
administrators or bookkeepers may not be known to the 
skipper being interviewed or not formally considered 
'fishing industry workers', especially when such work is 
done on an ad hoc, unpaid basis, or by relatives or friends. 
Thus, such roles may not be reported during the interview.

Underreporting may partially explain the low number 
of onshore roles reported during the 2021 Fleet Survey 
(14 workers, or 2% of the sample; compared to 3.5% in 
the 2018 sample and 6% in 2017). The underreporting 
of onshore roles may also affect statistics by gender, 
given that many onshore (sometimes unpaid) roles in the 
UK, particularly for small scale businesses, are filled by 
women. However, it is impossible to know the extent of 
potential underreporting that may have occurred, as there 
are no official statistics on numbers of onshore workers, 
or women, in the UK fishing industry.

5    Women in Fisheries: Voices from the industry. Policy Brief. Available at: women-fisheries.com/s/WiF-Policy-Brief.pdf 21
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Survey findings 
Professional qualification
The most common professional qualification of workers in the sample was 
Basic Safety Training (61% of all workers), which is mandatory to work on a 
UK fishing vessel.

By fleet segment
Across all fleet segments the most common professional qualification was 
Basic Safety Training (between 50% and 76% of all workers). Half of workers 
on vessels using static gears under 10m and demersal trawlers under 10m 
had an additional skipper qualification as well as Basic Safety Training, 
reflecting that many of these small vessels are operated single-handedly by 
a skipper.6

6  It is not a legal requirement to hold a skipper ticket for a vessel under 16.5m.

Figure 15. Number of workers in the sample by highest professional 
qualification and home nation of vessel (n = 730)

Excludes vessels not allocated to a home nation.
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By home nation of vessel
Across all home nations, most workers’ highest job-related qualification was 
Basic Safety Training (between 51% and 73% of all workers). Of the four 
home nations, Northern Irish vessels had the highest proportion of workers 
whose highest qualification was Basic Safety Training. Most Northern 
Irish vessels in the sample were Nephrops vessels, which employed more 
deckhands who were more likely to hold Basic Safety Training as their 
highest professional qualification (Figure 17).

  Basic Safety Training   		   	   Skipper or Skipper and other    

  Engineer or Engineer and other  	    Other
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Figure 17. Number of workers in the sample by highest professional 
qualification and job position (n = 749)

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Other

Deckhand

Engineer

Skipper

Owner +
works onboard 58

12

6

2 6

399

1 18

70

136 4 7

2

917

1

By job position
The most common single professional qualification held by deckhands in 
the sample was Basic Safety Training (94% of all deckhands). Most skippers  
and vessel owners who also worked onboard their vessels had a skipper 
ticket as well as their Basic Safety Training, sometimes complemented with 
additional qualifications. 

Figure 16. Number of workers in the sample by highest professional 
qualification and fleet segment (n = 719)

Excludes inactive and miscellaneous gear vessels, and vessels not allocated 
to a segment.
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Survey findings 
Work patterns
The survey questionnaire asked respondents to differentiate between full or 
part-time work and annual/seasonal/shift work patterns. No official definition 
was provided for these categories, and so responses to this question were 
based on the skippers/vessel owners’ opinion. Most workers in the sample 
(64%) worked full-time, all year-round. 

By home nation of vessel
Across all home nations, most workers worked on a full-time basis (between 
70% and 95% of workers in each nation). Wales, which has a largely small-scale 
fleet, had the largest proportion of part-time workers (30%) in the sample.

Figure 18. Number of jobs in the sample by working pattern and home 
nation of vessel (n = 725)

Excludes vessels not allocated to a home nation.
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Nearly half of all full-time workers on Northern Irish vessels worked on a 
seasonal basis. These seasonal positions were mainly held by deckhands 
from outside the UK. 

Figure 19. Number of full-time workers in the sample by working 
pattern and home nation of vessel (n = 644)

Excludes vessels not allocated to a home nation.

Figure 20. Number of part-time workers in the sample by working 
pattern and home nation of vessel (n = 70)

Excludes vessels not allocated to a home nation.
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By fleet segment
Most workers in the sample across all fleet segments worked on a full-time 
basis. The highest proportion of part-time workers (48%) was found on low 
activity vessels, many of which are seasonal businesses or those whose 
owners have a second job.

Figure 21. Number of jobs in the sample by working pattern and fleet 
segment (n = 716)

Excludes inactive and miscellaneous gear vessels, and vessels not allocated 
to a segment.

Across both full-time and part-time workers, most worked all year-round. 
Seasonal workers were mostly employed on Nephrops vessels and 
demersal trawlers over 10m, with deckhands from outside the UK holding 
these positions. Demersal trawlers over 10m also employed UK workers 
on a shift basis, normally one trip on, one trip off.
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Figure 22. Number of full-time workers in the sample by working 
pattern and fleet segment (n = 636)

Excludes inactive and miscellaneous gear vessels, and vessels not allocated 
to a fleet segment.

Figure 23. Number of part-time workers in the sample by working 
pattern and fleet segment (n = 70)

Excludes inactive and miscellaneous gear vessels, and vessels not allocated 
to a fleet segment.
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By position
Most workers in the sample reported working full-time.  
However, most workers in the ‘other’ category worked part-time.

Figure 24. Number of workers in the sample by working  
pattern and job position (n = 746)

Among full-time workers, most people worked all year-round (between 68% 
and 90% of all full-time workers). Nearly a third of all full-time deckhands 
worked on a seasonal basis. These workers were primarily from outside the 
UK and worked an 8 to 10-month season in the UK before returning to their 
home countries for two to four months. There were also a small number of 
shift workers.

Figure 25. Number of full-time jobs in the sample by 
working pattern and job position (n = 659)
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Among part-time workers, there was a higher proportion of seasonal 
workers than among full-time workers, particularly among skippers and 
vessel owners working onboard (50% and 55% of all part-time workers in 
these groups respectively). There were no part-time workers in the sample 
working on a shift basis.

Figure 26. Number of part-time jobs in the sample by working pattern 
and job position (n = 76)

  All year    	   Seasonal
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Survey findings 
Remuneration method
By home nation of vessel
Most salaried and agency workers were employed on large Northern Irish 
and Scottish vessels. Many of these vessel owners use agencies to find 
non-UK crew to work as deckhands.

Figure 27. Number of workers in the sample by remuneration method 
and home nation of vessel (n = 694)

Excludes inactive and miscellaneous gear vessels, and vessels not allocated 
to a segment.

By fleet segment
All agency workers in the sample were from outside the UK and worked onboard  
demersal trawlers over 10m and Nephrops trawlers on a seasonal basis. In general  
terms, most salaried and agency workers were employed on larger vessels.

Figure 28. Number of workers in the sample by remuneration method and fleet segment (n = 684)

Excludes inactive and miscellaneous gear vessels, and vessels not allocated to a segment.
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By position
Across all positions except ‘other’ workers, most workers were paid via a 
crew share. ‘Other’ workers were either paid by a crew share or a fixed salary, 
with one person being unpaid (a typical case when the person involved is 
a family member or friend providing occasional help). Around a third of 
deckhands were paid a fixed salary or via an agency. This remuneration 
method is common for workers from outside the UK.
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Remuneration method by nationality
People from non-EU countries were much more 
likely to be paid via an agency or paid a fixed salary 
compared to UK and EU workers (73% of non-EU 
workers compared to 7% of EU workers and 8% 
of UK workers). Anecdotal evidence suggests that 

some of these workers from outside the UK and  
EU receive a ‘catch bonus’ on top of their fixed 
payment, similar to workers employed on a crew 
share basis; however, we do not have data on how 
widespread this practice is.
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Figure 30. Number of workers in the sample by remuneration method 
and country of origin (UK/EU/non-EU) (n = 709)

Figure 29. Number of workers in the sample by remuneration method and job position (n = 712)
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Data collection
Seafish collects employment data on the UK fishing fleet 
as part of its regular fleet data collection programme. 
Data collection is a staged process involving government 
administrations, vessel owners and Seafish. 

Government administrations data 
collection 
Government administrations gather data on vessel 
numbers and characteristics, catch, landings, sales, gear 
type and days at sea. This information is transmitted to 
a central UK database which keeps logbook, sales notes 
and fleet register data. 

Field research
Every year Seafish researchers visit ports around the 
UK interviewing fishing business owners to gather 
information about their vessels. Every three years 
the survey includes an additional questionnaire on 
the people employed by fishing businesses and the 
demographics of employees.

To ensure an adequate sample size for financial data 
we use a self-selecting stratified sampling approach, 
i.e., researchers interview a sufficient number of vessel 
owners from each of the 32 Seafish segments who 
choose to participate in the survey when our researchers 
visit the ports. Those 32 Seafish segments then form the 
basis of the segmentation used in this report. 

All the employment data reported here was obtained 
from interviewees during the 2021 Fleet Survey or 
follow-up phone calls. The data provided was not 
checked against vessel financial records or any other 
administrative records. Such checks could improve the 
reliability of the data collected and enable researchers to 
verify data provided, but at the expense of cost efficiency.

Methods
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Fleet segmentation
The results of the survey were merged with the 2021 
Seafish fleet segmentation dataset. The merge enabled 
vessels in the sample to be attributed to specific fleet 
segments and grouped based on their characteristics, 
such as vessel length, gear type and main species landed. 

The following eight fleet segments were created and 
used for this analysis based on the characteristics of 
the vessels that were involved in the survey. These eight 
segments are based on the 32 Seafish fleet segments 
used during the data collection phase.

Table 8. Fleet segmentation used in report

Fleet segment Main gear by number  
of days at sea

Main species  
landed by value

Vessel  
length

Value of  
landings

Demersal trawl  
vessels under 10m

Demersal trawls and seines Under 10m Over £10,000 

Demersal trawl  
vessels over 10m

Demersal trawls and seines,  
beam trawl

Not Nephrops 10m or over Over £10,000 

Nephrops trawl vessels Demersal trawls and seines Nephrops Over £10,000

Scallop dredgers Dredges Scallops, queen 
scallops, cockles

Over £10,000 

Vessels using static  
gears under 10m

Drift nets and fixed nets,  
longliners, hooks, pots and traps

Under 10m Over £10,000 

Vessels using static  
gears over 10m

Drift nets and fixed nets,  
longliners, hooks, pots and traps

10m or over Over £10,000 

Low activity Under £10,000

Inactive Zero
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Job position
The job position of workers in the sample were 
allocated to one of the following positions: 

•	 Skipper: in charge of operating the vessel.

•	 Engineer: in charge of running the vessel equipment.

•	 Deckhand: workers on deck that operate the  
fishing gear, sort and process the catch.

•	 Owner + works onboard: the vessel owner,  
who also works onboard the vessel as skipper  
or deckhand. This is a typical business model  
of many small-scale vessels.

•	 Other: includes other workers onboard the  
vessel that do not fit into the above categories  
(i.e., cooks, others), vessel owners working 
exclusively onshore, and onshore workers  
(i.e., accountants, administrators and similar).

Professional qualification
Interviewees were asked about the professional 
qualifications they held at the time of the survey. 
Responses given were allocated to one of the 
following categories:

•	 None.

•	 Basic Safety Training: minimum requirement for  
all crew working on a UK fishing vessel, not required 
for onshore personnel.

•	 Skipper: vessels under 16.5m/16.5m and above.

•	 Engineer certificates: for vessels less than/above 
750kW.

•	 Other qualifications: these include non-fishing 
skipper qualifications such as MCA Boatmaster 
Licence, RYA Yachtmaster Offshore and RYA 
Coastal Skipper.

Where a person held more than one qualification,  
the highest qualification has been considered for 
analysis purposes. For example, a person holding 
Basic Safety Training and a skipper ticket has been 
reported under the category 'Skipper'.

Remuneration method
The following options were available as remuneration 
methods:

•	 Crew share: remuneration as a share of the value  
of fish landed after deducting operating costs.

•	 Fixed wage: remuneration as a fixed monthly 
amount, regardless of the value of landings.

•	 Agency: remuneration received by the worker from 
a crewing agency to which the worker is contracted.
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Further reading

The Unsung Army 
Quay Issues Volume 6 (pp. 28-33)
A feature on the work carried out by onshore  
workers in the UK fishing fleet, including research  
and survey data and interviews with researchers, 
industry representatives and workers.

Available online at: https://issuu.com/seafishuk/
docs/quay-issues_vol6-2020

Planning for the future 
Quay Issues Volume 7 (pp. 24-27)
This feature investigates the business succession of 
Northern Irish vessel owners and the challenges they 
face amidst a lack of local crew and the implications  
of EU exit.

Available online at: https://issuu.com/seafishuk/docs/
quay-issues-vol7-2021_issuu

THE UNSUNG ARMY

The 
Unsung 
Army
By Marta Moran Quintana 

For many people the words ‘fishing industry’ 
bring up images of fishermen in yellow 
overalls hauling nets and of boats neatly 
lined up on the quayside. But there is  
another side to the fishing industry, one that 
is much less visible to the average observer.

The 2018 Seafish survey on employment  
in the UK fishing fleet painted a familiar 
picture of skippers, crew and engineers 
manning the fishing boats, but some  
others were there too. Of the 730 workers 
sampled, 25 did not work on a boat.  
They were onshore workers, the ‘invisible’ 
workers of the UK fishing industry. 

“As sune as the keel o’ the 
coble touches the sand […] 
the wives […] wade into the 
surf to tak the fish ashore.” 
Walter Scott, The Antiquary (1816)

QUAY ISSUES
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Planning for  
the future

People often say there are fewer newcomers to the fishing 
industry. If that’s the case, what sort of plans are skippers 
making for the future of their business? Who will succeed them 
and take over when they choose to leave or retire from fishing? 

PLANNING FOR THE FUTURE

By Lindsey Carson
Lindsay is a MSc Graduate in Planning, Regeneration and 
Development at Ulster University and did her research 
project with the support and assistance of the Northern Irish 
industry and Seafish Northern Ireland Advisory Committee. 

QUAY ISSUES
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Table 1. Full list of nationalities of workers in sample

Deckhand Owner + works  
onboard

Skipper Engineer Other 

UK 195 200 75 16 14

Philippines 89 - - 1 -

Ghana 53 - - 1 -

Latvia 34 - 5 - -

Indonesia 35 - - 1 -

Spain 2 - 6 6 -

India 7 - - - -

Ireland 4 2 - - -

Lithuania 5 - 1 - -

Romania 3 - - - -

Poland 2 - - - -

Mozambique 2 - - - -

Congo 1 - - - -

Appendix 1
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