
Colin Beattie MSP visited JK Thomson on Friday 6 September 2019, as part of the 

Economy, Energy and Fair Work Committee’s pre-budget scrutiny. He was 

accompanied by Alison O’Connor from SPICe, the Scottish Parliament’s research 

department. 

Seafood family business JK Thomson was established over 60 years ago. The 

Musselburgh-based company processes and delivers fresh and frozen seafood all 

over Scotland. JK Thomson supplies its fish products to supermarkets, local hotels, 

restaurants and fish and chips shops across Scotland including Cromars in St 

Andrews and Alandas. JK Thomson employ around 130 staff.  

In August 2019, it was announced the company will receive £1.35m from the 

Scottish Government’s latest round of funding from the EU's European and Maritime 

Fisheries Fund (EMFF) to help pay for the construction of a new processing factory. 

This is the company’s first grant in a decade but over the last 25 years they’ve had 

four government grants. Grant funding has always been for expansion purposes.  

An Aberdeenshire based firm called BDAplus provided JK Thomson with a wide range 

of advice and assistance in accessing and applying for the EMFF grant.  JK 

Thomson first got introduced to BDAplus at the Seafood Expo Global in Brussels. 

Industry body Seafood Scotland, in partnership with Scottish Development 

International, hosts a dedicated Scottish Pavilion with a selection of companies from 

across Scotland including JK Thomson at the Expo. The show provides an 

opportunity for businesses from across Scotland to meet worldwide buyers, retailers 

and hoteliers looking to source seafood – and share with them the Scottish story of 

quality and sustainability. 

JK Thomson highlighted that the construction timeline for the current construction 

build is tight, in order to meet the deadline to drawdown the EMFF grant. However, 

they are working with BDAplus  and other stakeholders to try overcome this challenge. 

Generally, JK Thomson found the application process strict but reasonable for the 

grant, given the scale of funding involved.  

JK Thomson hasn’t had any recent interaction with Scottish Enterprise (SE). Until 

about a 10 years ago the company had regular engagement with SE, including 

valuable signposting. However, due to changes in personnel on the SE side 

relationships were lost and there has been limited contact since.  

Given plans to expand the factory it is looking to broaden its export reach and meet 

global demand. JK Thomson currently supply to Morrisons and Bookers and are 

exploring avenues to get directly into the Sainsbury’s supply chain.  Previously JK 

Thomson exported to the Netherlands, Spain and France but levels of exports are 

currently down. However, the firm is currently exploring new export market 

opportunities. The company believes that while Scottish seafood is a premium 

quality product, the associated high price with this quality can sometimes be a barrier 

to exporting. It was felt the industry as a whole could be more joined-up to help 

overcome this barrier. Holland was cited as an example where processors and 

fishermen have a more joined-up relationship. 

https://www.jkthomson.com/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-scotland-business-49219548
https://www2.gov.scot/Topics/marine/grants-subsidies
https://www2.gov.scot/Topics/marine/grants-subsidies


JK Thomson has in the past (2017) received the SME Employer of the Year award 

from Skills Development Scotland (SDS). Around 85% of the Musselburgh 

company’s workforce are Modern Apprentices and this figure is likely to rise. This is 

part of the plan to expand its premises and creating a number of new stock items. 

The increase in technical skills has been a key factor in the company’s success as 

well as the ability of employees to work with customer auditors. An original order of 

three product lines from a leading supermarket has grown to 16 and there are many 

more in development. Being introduced to Modern Apprenticeships in 2010 has 

helped the company deal with the increased demand that has come with these 

changes. 

JK Thomson acknowledge that the current high employment rates in the economy 

make it difficult to recruit staff. The company is facing staff shortages that are likely 

to worsen with their expansion. The company is considering automation to help 

overcome these staff challenges. Given the level of bespoke equipment used by JK 

Thomson investment in automation will be heavily capital intensive. Thus, they are 

hoping to work with Scotland’s enterprise agencies to explore feasibility options for 

automation.  
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https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/news-events/2017/december/apprenticeships-help-success-flow-at-fish-farm/

