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Introduction

• SSWG: 
• Overview
• Ambition
• Area of focus

• Review of the Official Control 
Regs:
• Why we did the review
• Our approach
• What we found
• How we are using the results
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Shellfish Water Quality 101

• Poor water quality can cause shellfish 
contamination.

• Human health issue if not managed appropriately.

• EU Official Control Regulations manage these 
potential human health risks - focused on shellfish 
site classification. 

• Shellfish production sites are categorised based on 
levels of E.coli in shellfish flesh.

• Production areas are classified as A, B or C. With A 
as least and C as most contaminated.
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The SSWG
Purpose, ambition and research programme



SSWG: Purpose

• Brings together shellfish producers, 
regulators, and researchers to identify 
and find solutions to challenges with  
the shellfish classification system.

• Established by FSA in 2015  in response 
to an extreme result event. 

• Since 2018 chaired by SAGB and 
secretariat provided by Seafish.
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SSWG: Ambition

Problem

Desired outcome 1

Desired outcome 2

Testing is 
not responsive, 
is retrospective, 
results are highly 
variable, does not 
take account of 
other risk 
mitigation 
measures

Risks to human health 
are avoided outright or 
appropriately mitigated 
so that burden on 
business 
is minimised. 

Sweet spot between 
regulatory requirements and 
business need

Working towards
An agreed risk based 
approach that delivers 
regulatory assurance 
alongside greater 
operator flexibility, 
while continuing to 
sufficiently manage 
human health risks.
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SSWG: Research Programme

• Developing an Assurance Scheme 
for Shellfish and Human Health 
(DASSHH)

• Comparison of E.coli test methods

• NoV and wastewater testing – early 
alert system

• Official Control Regulation Review
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Review of the Official Control Regs
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Why we did the research…

• Site classification can affect 
business flexibility, operating 
costs, and the ability to trade –
so how they are implemented is 
important. 

• Perception that despite using 
the same rule book, there was a 
difference in how those rules 
are implemented (formally and 
informally) across the EU. 

Classification A B C

Country

England/Wales/NI 5 82 13

Scotland 68 29 3

Ireland 63 37 0

France 45 50 5

Netherlands 100 0 0

Spain 25 59 16

Portugal 13 68 19

Italy 58 41 1



Our approach…

• Reviewed regulations/ official guidance across 9 EU 
member states, including Denmark, Spain, Netherlands, 
France and Ireland. 

• Norway – not part of the EU but part of EFTA and follows 
OCR. 

• Reviewed official audits by EU (DG Sante).

• Given changing UK status – three Third Country regimes 
(Canada, US and New Zealand) also in scope:
• How did they meet EU import requirements?
• Explore opportunities for the UK in the further. 
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What we found – Member States

• Despite standard legislation and 
guidance, different approaches are in 
operation.

• Sometimes more restrictive than UK 
but generally a more risk-
based/permissive approach.

• Variation includes how anomalous 
results are treated, the frequency of 
site sampling, use of different 
approved test methods, and ability 
for industry to collect samples. 
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What we found – Third Countries
• Variation between OCR rules and what EU will accept 

as third country equivalence

• Four categories of classification – allows greater 
flexibility for business.

• More permissive regime for offshore sites (sites 
>5km from shore)

• Wider suite of environmental indicators to inform site 
classification. 

• Management plans to activate periodic closures when 
pollution is likely.

• Spatial  exclusion
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How we’re using the results…

• SSWG agreed work 
programme to explore 
how the points of 
variation could apply in 
a UK context.

• Seafish is coordinating 
in collaboration with 
FSA, Cefas, Local 
Authorities (LAs), and  
with industry input.

Sprint 1 is focused on use of 
different test methods:

• Use of different test methods,
• Industry sampling,
• Permitting shorter closure 

periods, 
• Alternative approaches to 

manage high results,
• Shortening the rolling 

classification period. 



Where we’re at…

• FSA/Seafish working collaboratively 

• Permitting Change vs Enabling Change, 

• FSA responsible for confirming change 
is possible

• Seafish focused on making change a 
reality on the ground–
guidance/processes
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Progress so far…
FSA:
• Confirmation on three test methods 
• LAs can permit industry to collect official 

and supplementary samples. 
• Finalising decision on shorter reopening 

timeframes. 

Seafish:
• Established LA/Industry Forum to work on 

practical application of decisions
• Developing guidance/agreements for 

industry sampling.
• Supporting Official Control Labs (OCLs) to 

move to new test methods –
pilots/guidance. 15



Contributing to SSWG 
ambition..
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• ‘Fixes’ will not address the 
underlying problem of issues with 
water quality…..but…

• Should deliver sufficient ‘tweaks to 
the system’  - greater business 
stability and agility without 
compromising human health. 

• Not for the faint hearted  - more work 
to be done. 
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Thank you
Further questions? Please contact me at: 
aoife.martin@seafish.co.uk
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