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Visit to Denholm Seafoods Ltd 

7 November 2016 

Meeting hosted by: Richard Duthie, Manager, Robert Duthie, MD, and Robert 
Lambie, operations manager. 

Members in attendance: Liam Kerr and Gillian Martin 

Background 

The company is a leading processor of pelagic fish (herring and mackerel rather than 
white fish) operating from a modern quayside processing facility in Peterhead and 
selling its products internationally. It’s part of the Denholm Group, a family-owned 
business that specialises in shipping, logistics and oilfield services, as well as 
seafoods. 

Discussion 

The meeting covered— 

 This side of the fishing sector (pelagic) constituted four companies, worth 
£150-170 million in exports, three based in the north east and one in 
Shetland; 

 85% of the Denholm’s business lies in exports; 

 The market is predominately west and eastern Europe and the far East (and, 
sometimes, Africa); 

 Russia was 35% of the market pre-Ukraine; 

 The EU: rest of world split is about 50:50; 

 Fish are graded size-wise and sold whole, or cut, to secondary processers; 

 The company’s workforce is roundabout 70 in off-season and 300 when in full 
production (80% of those being agency staff); 

 The seasons are January-February, June-September and October-November; 

 80-90% of staff are eastern European, mostly from Poland and the Baltic 
states; 

 The north-east is reliant on such a workforce, the agricultural sector, including 
soft fruits, too; 

 The difficulty in attracting local people or students into the workforce was 
underlined; 

 Likewise the recruitment of engineers, given the dominance of the oil and gas 
industry; 

 Labour is one of the company’s two big issues (the other being 
registration/regulation); 

 They have tried to reassure employees about their future after the result of 
23rd June; 

 However, given uncertainty around the future of EU nationals living and 
working in the UK, some employees were understandably anxious; 

 The drop in the value of the pound meant an impact of what money could be 
sent home; 

 Vessel owners, it was pointed out, tended to have been in favour of leaving 
the EU; 
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 The fall in the value of the pound might appear to favour exporters but the 
company said this hadn’t been the case – the pound may be weaker but so 
too were the currencies of Denmark and Norway (two of the main 
competitors), resulting in no commercial advantage; 

 The biggest concern other than labour was what a post-EU 
documentation/accreditation system would look like, the process covering 
product quality, food safety, the way the workforce was treated, everything; 

 All exports were predicated on that process and it was questioned whether 
any UK or Scotland-based agency currently has the resource or competence 
to fulfil this role; 

 What would the interim arrangement look like? 

 The concern was that while we may be slow to put this in place, competitor 
countries would move quickly; 

 For those in authority, the question was where to start? 

 There were customs implications with the prospect of a large increase in 
export/import transactions (replacing dealings within the EU), yet HMRC is 
continuing with EU harmonisation by shedding experienced staff, and offices 
across the country scheduled for closure (Aberdeen, Dundee, Inverness etc.); 

 The company found it hard to imagine how 43 years of harmonisation can be 
unpicked in 2 years, especially given the substantial budget cuts that UK 
Government departments have been trying to absorb in recent years; 

 This wasn’t just about the fisheries industry but soft fruits, engineering and 
beyond; 

 There was no obvious single agency ready to take on the role; 

 Remaining in the single market was therefore considered crucial, as coming 
out of that would require us to begin again from first principles; 

 A sectoral approach was desired when it came to labour, the point being 
made that without a workforce the industry could not survive; 

 The First Minister’s comments immediately after 23 June, reassuring EU 
nationals in Scotland, was welcome; 

 The lack of prejudice in the north east when it came to migrant labour was 
highlighted; 

 A potential positive on the catch side was ―the Faroese issue‖, with reference 
to the ―mackerel wars‖, the un-doing of which could be of benefit; 

 Also addressing a lack of parity with the importing tariff with Norway; 

 The fear, however, was that Scots fishing rights (which those who had 
supported leaving the EU believed would benefit) might be ―negotiated away‖ 
over other issues; 

 The sense was that the pro-leavers, having been sat in the back row of the 
cinema, so to speak, were now right in the front row; 

 What was needed, therefore, was strong representation from the Scottish 
Parliament and the Scottish Government, the main issues, in the view of this 
side of the fishing industry, being employment and exporter 
documentation/accreditation. 
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