
Seafish is a non-departmental public body funded by a levy collected from the first sale of 
seafood landed, or imported, into the UK.

Our primary function is to support a profitable, sustainable and socially responsible future for 
the seafood industry.

I head up our work supporting the industry on safety and training.

We have delegated responsibility from the UK regulator (the Maritime & Coastguard Agency) for 
co-ordinating and administering the delivery of mandatory fishermen’s basic safety training, 
which has been a legal requirement in the UK since 1989.

Over the years we have developed additional voluntary qualifications and short courses, 
establishing ourselves as the lead body on fishermen’s training in the UK.

Today I am going to talk to you about our experience of trying to encourage skippers of inshore 
fishing vessels to undertake training.
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The UK’s current requirements for fishing vessel Deck Officer certification, which have been in 
place since 1984, kick in at 16.5m registered length (just over 54 feet).

To skipper a commercial fishing vessel less than this, requires no additional training beyond basic 
safety.

Fishing vessels have been built to precisely 16.49m just to avoid the need for the skipper to be 
certificated.

A 1cm difference in vessel length means a difference of about 16 weeks of training for the 
skipper.

It beggars belief that a 1cm difference in vessel length determines whether or not a vessel’s 
skipper requires to be trained in its safe operation.
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In 2008, the UK’s Marine Accident Investigation Branch (MAIB) published its Analysis of UK 
Fishing Vessel Safety 1992-2006.

In fairness, there is little statistical evidence to suggest that the UK’s under 16.5m fleet is any 
more dangerous than any of the larger fleets, but with almost 90% of the fleet less than 16.5m, 
this sector inevitably accounts for the most vessel losses and fatalities. 

The MAIB suspects there may be considerable under-reporting of accidents and injuries to crew. 

With the majority of the UK’s under 16.5m fleet operating inshore or in coastal waters, help and 
assistance from other vessels is more readily available, and short duration trips enable crew to 
access shore-based medical attention for injuries without needing to call out the emergency 
services.
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Working in collaboration with the Maritime and Coastguard Agency and representatives from 
the fishing industry, we had already decided to create a voluntary qualification for skippers of 
fishing vessels less than 16.5m.

In 2006 we developed a suite of short courses in navigation, engineering, stability and radio 
operation at two levels (one appropriate for vessels working within 20 nautical miles of a safe 
haven and the other appropriate for those working beyond 20 nautical miles).

Completion leads to the award of a voluntary Seafish Under 16.5m Skipper Certificate.

We spent a long time deliberating over content and level. Some felt that we did not go far 
enough, others felt that we should stop at 10m. The eventual structure was a compromise 
designed to (hopefully) secure buy-in and acceptance from industry.

Since then we have gradually beefed up the content (particularly for operation beyond 20nm) 
and our requirements for evidencing relevant experience.
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We launched the courses in October 2006. We knew we would need some “nudges” to 
encourage existing skippers to voluntarily come forward to undertake training.

[We didn’t think of them as, or call them, nudges back then. It is only recently that we have 
started to consider how social science and behavioural insights can help us make our safety and 
training interventions more effective. We were recently lucky enough to have a group of 
students from Harvard Business School to look at how behavioural insights might be used to get 
more fishermen wearing Personal Flotation Devices whilst working at sea on open decks.]

We secured funding from our Maritime & Coastguard Agency and used this to lever additional 
funding from the European Union. This enabled us to offer the training free of charge; I believe a 
necessary nudge given that self-employed skippers sacrifice earnings for every day they spend 
ashore undertaking training instead of fishing.

Take-up started slowly. We soon realised that more nudges would be needed.

In 2010 the Maritime & Coastguard Agency agreed to accept our Under 16.5m Skipper 
Certificate as equivalent to its certification requirements for undertaking Small Commercial 
Vessel operations.

This meant that skippers could potentially supplement their income from fishing by undertaking 
other, non-fishing, activities, such as carrying cargo or up to 12 passengers.

The fact that this decision coincided with the widespread development of offshore wind farms in 
the UK was fortunate, but this financial opportunity proved a far more effective nudge in 
encouraging skippers to undertake our voluntary training courses.
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The impact on take-up is quite clear.

Another nudge that helped take-up was that the MCA allowed holders of our 5-day Bridge 
Watchkeeping certificate to take charge of a navigational watch on fishing vessels of 16.5m and 
above (previously only certificated Deck Officers were allowed).

The net result is that we now have over 4,000 voluntarily certificated skippers operating fishing 
vessels less than 16.5m. This is a fantastic achievement and has certainly helped to 
“professionalise” inshore fishing, enabling skippers to gain formal recognition for the knowledge 
and skills that they otherwise acquire through experience. 

Our challenge now is to encourage these skippers back in for refresher or further training and 
get them to embrace the concept of continuous professional development. 
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These figures are not just fishing vessels less than 16.5m, but we’re losing fewer than ever 
before (even as a percentage of the fleet).
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In the UK we have never had a calendar year without fatalities.

We got close in 2013, but numbers have started to creep up again. 

However, between September 2016 and September 2017 we went just over 12 months without 
a fatality.

Sadly the official (annual) statistics will not record this achievement, but we now know it can be 
done.
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We hope that implementing the International Labour Organisation’s Work in Fishing Convention 
later this year will add renewed impetus to our collective efforts to make the UK fishing industry 
safer.

On training and certification we are preparing to (finally) implement the International Maritime 
Organisation’s 1995 Convention on Standards of Training, Certification and Watchkeeping For 
Fishing Vessel Personnel, with its requirements for Deck Officer certification on fishing vessels of 
24m and above.

We hope to keep our existing requirements for Deck Officers on fishing vessels between 16.5 
and 24m, but we also hope to capitalise on this opportunity to finally make our Under 16.5m 
Skipper Certificate a requirement.

Opportunities in the UK for new regulation on training and certification for commercial fishing do 
not come around very often; once (as an amendment to existing basic safety training 
regulations) in the 23 years I have been working in this area.

Ensuring that skippers of all commercial fishing vessels are trained is, I believe, an essential 
foundation for the wider adoption of safer working practices and the establishment of a positive 
safety culture.
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