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Introduction 

The Scottish pelagic (mackerel, herring, blue whiting) 
industry is Scotland’s single most valuable fisheries sector in 
terms of volume and value (representing 64% of all Scottish 
landed fish, with a first sale value of £221 million in 2020). 
The sector is a significant contributor to the economy and 
plays an important role in ensuring that Scotland achieves 
the Scotland Food & Drink Partnership’s ambition for 2030 
to double the national food industry’s value to £30 billion. 
Scottish pelagic fish is a valuable export earner for Scotland 
and a sustainable resource that benefits our own national 
food security.

Historical development

The Scottish pelagic sector has undergone significant 
evolution over the last few decades. The first real catalyst 
for change came with the closure of the herring fishery 
in 1977 because of the collapse of the stock. As a result, 
market outlets for herring were lost and onshore herring 
processing factories diversified into other species, many of 
them permanently.

Boats previously reliant on herring managed to diversify 
during this period, and for the first-time mackerel began to 
gain significant importance as a target species, with Scottish 
boats landing most of their catch into former Soviet Union 
and Eastern European factory ships (klondykers) anchored 
at places such as Ullapool, Lerwick and Falmouth.

This was enough to sustain Scottish boats right through 
the 1980s (herring was also landed to klondykers when 
the fishery reopened in 1983) and up until the mid-1990s, 
although the prices for both types of fish was always low. 
However, the collapse of the Soviet bloc and the removal of 
fuel subsidy payments for these highly inefficient klondykers 
quickly led to their demise.

At about the same time this was happening, the Norwegian 
industry was investing heavily in their pelagic fleet and 
onshore processing facilities (including changing from plate-

freezing to blast-freezing) to supply emerging markets in 
the Far East and other parts of the world with high quality 
mackerel and herring. Scottish mackerel and herring 
catchers, and the wider Scottish processing sector, had 
no choice; either up their game to compete in these new 
markets or get left behind.

Thus, at considerable financial risk, fishing families invested 
in new vessels, and the fleet streamlined by amalgamating 
vessel licenses and their associated fixed quota allocations 
into fewer, but more efficient vessels. The cost of this 
necessary rationalisation was completely met by the industry 
– there were no costly public-funded decommissioning 
schemes as happened in other parts of the fishing industry.

The result is that today, the Scottish pelagic fleet matches 
any other north-east Atlantic nation in terms of modernity, 
safety and efficiency. If this evolution hadn’t occurred, 
Scotland would have been left with a ‘cottage industry’ 
mackerel and herring fleet, completely dominated and 
out-competed in international markets by our north-east 
Atlantic neighbours. It is an economic process that has gone 
on in virtually every other industry – rationalisation and 
improvement to compete in a modern economy.

The current situation

The Scottish mackerel fleet today consists of 21 modern, 
state-of-the art vessels, and there are five major primary 
and secondary processing facilities located in Peterhead, 
Fraserburgh, Aberdeen and Lerwick. Here are some key 
facts:

Who owns Scotland’s pelagic fleet?

Vessels in the Scottish pelagic fleet are operated by families 
with a fishing lineage of several generations. Typically, 
each individual vessel will have majority shareholders, but 
also include family members with lesser shareholdings, 
which refutes the myth that the fleet is wholly owned 
and operated by a handful of individuals. Some Scottish 
processing companies also have investments in Scottish 
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Charisma which is based in Whalsay



pelagic boats, and similarly, some Scottish fishermen have 
invested in local processing companies to help ensure their 
growth and competitiveness. 

Who crews these vessels?

The vessels in the Scottish pelagic fleet are wholly crewed 
by Scots from places such as the north-east of Scotland and 
Shetland. 

What is the employment 
contribution?

Each Scottish pelagic boat carries double the crew of a 
typical whitefish vessel. In all, there are around 300 people 
directly employed on pelagic boats, with high quality (often 
sophisticated and technical) jobs, which provide good 
salaries. This income benefits the economy of small, rural 
and coastal areas when spent in the local community. 

The pelagic industry supports a large onshore Scottish 
processing sector, which handles somewhere in the region 
of 150,000 tonnes of premium mackerel and herring each 
year. During the peak season, around 2,000 people are 
employed in factories based mainly in the north-east of 
Scotland and Shetland, creating a major economic boost to 
our fragile coastal communities.

A report by Seafish (the public body that supports the UK 
seafood industry) entitled – ‘The economic impacts of the 
UK sea fishing and fish processing sectors: An input-output 

analysis’ – highlights just how important the ‘multiplier’ 
employment effect is. According to the Seafish report, 
it is estimated that one employee in the pelagic catching 
sector supports 5.6 jobs in the wider UK economy and one 
employee in pelagic processing sector supports 5.9 jobs in 
the wider UK economy. 

It is estimated that for every £1m of pelagic fish landed in 
Scotland, an additional £1.27m Gross Value-Added (GVA) 
contribution is made to the economy. When you consider 
that the pelagic fleet employs around 300 fishermen, and 
pelagic processing sector about 2,000 employees, then the 
overall employment contribution is around 13,500 jobs.

What is the market for Scottish 
pelagic fish?

The total annual turnover of the Scottish pelagic processing 
sector is up to £250m, with export sales accounting for 
around £150m of that figure.

Scottish-caught pelagic fish is in high demand in several 
parts of the world.  For herring, the Netherlands, Germany, 
Poland and the Baltic states are the main markets. For 
mackerel, it is Japan and some other Asian countries, the EU, 
Eastern Europe (especially Ukraine) and West Africa. Blue 
whiting is mainly exported to West African markets. There is 
also a significant domestic market for mackerel and herring, 
with Scottish secondary processors supplying smoked and 
canned mackerel to all the major retailers in the UK.

The processing sector – along with the pelagic fleet – has 
a requirement to continually invest in new equipment, 
infrastructure, and vessels to ensure it remains competitive 
in the global market.

Mackerel and herring are delicious and healthy-to-eat, being 
packed full of vitamins, minerals and Omega-3 fatty acids 
which are beneficial to heart health. Pelagic fish are also an 
inexpensive source of high-quality protein. Health experts 
advise we should eat two portions of fish a week, one of 
which should be oily, such as mackerel or herring. 

Matty West and Ally West, the 
co-skippers of the Fraserburgh 
based Resolute

The pelagic processing sector supports a large number of jobs



How sustainable are Scotland’s 
pelagic fisheries?

Scotland’s herring and mackerel fisheries are among the 
most sustainable around. Latest assessments from the 
International Council for the Exploration of the Sea (ICES) 
show that stock biomass is higher than the target for 
Maximum Sustainable Yield1, and fishing rates are lower 
than the target. Furthermore, these large vessels work a 
‘clean’ fishery, only targeting shoals of pelagic fish, where 
there is virtually no by-catch of unwanted species. The state-
of-the-art trawls and purse seines used to catch the fish can 
be fished with high precision and avoid touching the seabed. 

Scottish pelagic catchers and processors created the Scottish 
Pelagic Sustainability Group in 2007, with the aim of 
overseeing certification of its main fisheries to the Marine 
Stewardship Council eco-label standard and is currently 
driving forward other sustainability initiatives. Since 2008, 
North Sea herring has been MSC certified. North-east 
Atlantic mackerel was MSC certified in 2016, but suspended 
in 2019 due to issues outwith the control of the Scottish 
industry, following some coastal states setting their own 
unilateral quotas that were not part of an international 
agreement, and which led to overall catch levels above the 
scientific advice.

The Scottish pelagic sector supports other conservation 
measures, including closed fishing areas to protect juvenile 

fish, such as the south-west mackerel box, which was 
designated in 1985 and covers an area of approximately 
67,000km2.

But wouldn’t a bigger fleet of small 
vessels be more sustainable and a 
better economic model?

No. Even a fleet of smaller vessels double the current number 
would employ no more people than at present, and would 
cause greater environmental impact. It would also mean 
the loss of key international markets, which demand the 
highest quality fish, and make the domestic market more 
susceptible to imports. 

Recent research2 shows that Scottish-caught pelagic fish 
have the lowest carbon footprint and environmental impact 
when compared to other seafood sectors – for example, 
UK farmed salmon is over seven times higher.  To put this 
into further context, wild capture seafood production in 
general has a much lower carbon footprint than land-based 
meat production, especially beef and lamb. Other research 
indicates that pelagic fisheries have a lower carbon footprint 
than many plant protein sources, including grains, tofu, 
pulses and peas.
 

Are there any other advantages in 
having large vessels?

Yes, there is the safety element. 

Mackerel, herring and blue whiting shoals are mostly located 
in deep water many miles from the coast where it would 
be too dangerous for small craft to venture. In the case of 
mackerel, much of this fishing takes place in the winter 
where only a large vessel can safely harvest the fish. Indeed, 
when mackerel shoals changed their migratory pattern in 
1984, moving further offshore to the north and west of the 
Hebrides, many of the mackerel boats at the time didn’t 
have the capability to venture so far offshore to work the 
fishery.
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Mackerel and herring are extremely nutritious, and offer good value for money



Is the Scottish pelagic sector engaged 
in other sustainability work?

Yes. The Scottish sector have been pioneers in scientific 
self-sampling and data collection work. To spearhead 
this work, the Scottish Pelagic Fishermen’s Association 
appointed in 2016 a Chief Scientific Officer, Dr Steven 
Mackinson, to develop and implement a long-term strategy 
for professionalising its science engagement activities.

Under the self-sampling initiative, and working in partnership 
with Marine Scotland Science (MSS), Shetland UHI and 
others, Scottish vessels have been collecting fish samples at 
sea, which ensures the provision of valuable and accurate 
data that can inform fisheries science and management. 
Due to the success of this initiative, the Scottish pelagic 
fishing industry has recently become the sole provider of 
samples for stock assessment. 

Scottish pelagic fishermen also undertake scientific surveys 
of the western herring stock to better understand its 
population dynamics, as well as mackerel egg surveys. 
In 2022, new surveys on Atlanto-Scandian herring and 
blue whiting are being undertaken on behalf of MSS and 
The Centre for Environment, Fisheries, and Aquaculture 
Science. Such work fosters a spirit of co-operation between 
industry, science and government, and ensures pragmatic 

management that is based on best science, and which 
ensures sustainable fisheries. 

What for the future?

The Scottish pelagic industry recognises that engagement 
in science is more important than ever. Taking new 
responsibilities for providing scientific data is seen by fishers 
as a welcome opportunity to directly contribute to the 
continuous improvement of stock assessments. 

The sector is also working hard with the Scottish and UK 
Governments and other stakeholders to ensure that ‘rogue’ 
northern European states, which have set unilateral mackerel 
quotas in the north-east Atlantic outwith international 
agreement come back into the fold of sensible multi-
national coastal states management.

Scotland’s pelagic fishermen are rightfully proud of the 
low carbon footprint, climate-smart food they put on 
our plates. Adopting latest vessel designs and catching 
technologies means the Scottish fleet is already making 
important contributions to achieving targets for Net Zero 
carbon emission.  Efforts to further reduce any negative 
environmental impacts, include embracing technologies 
that enhance the selection of their target catch before the 
net is even deployed, and seeking ways to mitigate possible 
bycatch of any vulnerable species.  Active engagement with 
the latest scientific research demonstrates the commitment 
of the Scottish pelagic sector to continuously enhance the 
industry’s environmental credentials.

1 For an explanation of the principle of Maximum Sustainable Yield, see: 
https://tinyurl.com/ycysed9s 

2 Dr Sandison’s research entitled “The environmental impacts of pelagic 
fish caught by Scottish vessels” was carried out as part of her PhD, and 
funded by the Scottish Pelagic Sustainability Group, Shetland Islands 
Council, University of Aberdeen, University of the Highlands and Islands, 
and Shetland Fish Producers’ Organisation. 
Link: https://tinyurl.com/4hskwbja
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Mackerel being collected for scientific analysis
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We all recognise the importance of sustainable 
harvesting and the need for the fishery to be well-
managed. The Resolute is a new boat and we have 

invested heavily in it, so it is in our interests to ensure 
our mackerel and other fish stocks stay healthy, 

ensuring that our long-held fishing tradition can be 
passed down to future generations.

Ally West, co-skipper of the Resolute, BF50
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