
 

 

18th December 2019 
 
By email: rec.committee@parliament.scot 
 
 
Edward Mountain 
Committee Convener 
Rural Economy and Connectivity Committee  
 
 
Dear Edward, 
 
Petition 01715: Closed containment for salmon farms in Scotland 
 
I am writing in response to the request we received on 2 December asking for information on the 
salmon farming sector’s research into closed containment. As the representative body for the 
Scottish Salmon farming sector, the Scottish Salmon Producers Organisation’s (SSPO) primary role is 
to help the Scottish salmon farming sector thrive. We do not commission or manage research on 
behalf of the sector. We do not therefore hold detailed information on research on closed 
containment.  
 
The Scottish salmon farming sector has however explored and continues to explore the potential 
and the challenges of partial and full closed containment systems. It is keenly aware, as farmers and 
businesses, how this technology fits with fish health and welfare, sector sustainability and business 
needs. The innovative Scottish salmon farming sector is open to new developments and strives to 
develop and adopt the most appropriate farming methods. 
 
The primary salmon farming sector investment in closed containment has come in the freshwater 
stage recirculating aquaculture systems (RAS). A number of new multi-million-pound facilities have 
been built by Scottish salmon farmers including Mowi Scotland (Lochailort in 2013 and Inchmore in 
2018), Grieg Shetland (Girlsta in 2015) and Scottish Sea Farms (Barcaldine in 2019/20). These have 
been successful as a result of sector confidence in the technology used, to successfully grow salmon 
to ‘smolt’ size, replicating that of nature’s migration from freshwater to sea.  
 
Such technology enables farmers to accurately control when their young salmon are ready to go to 
sea, giving the fish the best possible experience and giving customers more security over supply. It 
also means less reliance on freshwater loch sites. 
 
Hatching and rearing in contained recirculating aquaculture systems offers significant control over 
key factors including water quality, oxygen levels, temperature, light and speed of flow, meaning 
farmers have been able to ensure the best growing environment for their salmon. The result is 
bigger, more robust smolts that are better able to withstand the natural challenges of the marine 
environment.  
 
Larger smolts mean that the sector can shorten the time these salmon will spend at sea, which 
reduces their exposure to challenges and increases survival rates. It also allows for longer fallow 
periods between crops which will contribute towards a safer environment for subsequent 
generations of fish and minimise benthic impacts. 
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While full closed containment, both off and on-shore remains commercially unviable in growing fish 
beyond 1kg, the Norwegian and Canadian owners of Scottish-operated farms are researching the 
potential for utilising elements of RAS at sea. The permitting regime in Scotland does not currently 
allow for the trialling or piloting of such innovations but the sector is always looking to take the 
benefits from both land and sea technologies to further reduce business risk, improve sustainability, 
improve quality, provide the most natural conditions for the fish, and satisfy a growing consumer 
base.  
 
While the sector continues to consider the potential of closed containment farming, it is important 
to remember that just because something is possible, does not mean that it is either desirable or the 
right thing to do. Evidence is that the current viability of closed marine containment of salmon is 
questionable for the reasons of fish welfare, economics, product quality and environmental impact 
that we set out in our previous contribution to the Petitions Committee on closed containment 
(copy attached).  
 
Much more work is required to address these issues in order that the Scottish salmon farming sector 
can decide what is best in a Scottish context. And surety of commercial viability for new technology 
and techniques is likely to be required before further significant investment is made in Scotland. 
Currently for example we know that of the 20 significant global projects identified (by Norway’s DNB 
bank [1]) in 2016, only 10 remain in operation. Their projection was for production of 114,000 
tonnes in 2019 – actual production is likely to amount to 8,000 tonnes globally. Those 10 remaining 
projects have been joined by another 20+, which if all successful could produce up to 500,000 tonnes 
by 2026.  A recent article produced by the fish farming trade magazine Intrafish [2] sets out a range 
of attempts at closed farming that have resulted in failure.  
 
While we watch with interest the development of marine closed containment and encourage our 
members to work to advance the understanding and viability of closed containment methods, it is 
clear that presently the trade-offs involved in closed containment in the marine environment are too 
great and pose many welfare, environmental and commercial risks.   
 
I am copying this to Deborah Cook, Assistant Clerk, Rural Economy and Connectivity Committee. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 

 
 
Julie Hesketh-Laird 
CEO, Scottish Salmon Producers Organisation 
 
[1] http://dyneaquaculture.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/DNB-Markets-Deep-dive-into-
land-based-farming.pdf 
 
[2] https://tinyurl.com/w64bdxk 
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