
 

Coastal Communities Network, Scotland  
c/o Fauna & Flora International   Website  www.communititesforseas.scot 
5 Rose Street     Email  info@communitiesforseas.scot 
Edinburgh, EH2 2PR    Telephone 0131 243 2790  

Submission to the Rural Economy and Connectivity Committee 
29th November 2020    
 
The Coastal Communities Network, Scotland (CCN) is a collaboration of 17 locally-focused 
community groups, guided by the belief that coastal communities across Scotland are well 
placed to harness long-term solutions to ensure healthy, well-managed seas.  
We are writing because, during the REC Committee’s session on 18th November, Maureen Watt 
asked the Scottish Salmon Producers’ Organisation why some communities are concerned about 
fish farms. The SSPO representatives did not know, and although the organisation’s new 
sustainability charter claims that fish farmers will be “good neighbours in every way”, we 
believe that the SSPO’s members have much more to do in this respect than sponsoring sports 
teams, keeping wildlife logs and installing electric vehicle charging points. 
 
Two years on from the Parliamentary Inquiry into the environmental impacts of salmon farming, 
the status quo has hardly changed: 
All fish farm pesticides are still being dumped in the sea, the amount of fish faeces being 
discharged has increased, as has the number of farmed fish hosts for sea lice, meaning that even 
if the count of lice per fish has fallen, the overall number of lice released is still in the billions. 
Wild salmon and sea trout populations are in crisis, hitting historic lows. Farmed fish mortality is 
still out of control, with 15% dying in the marine phase alone (mortality is much higher when 
you include the freshwater stage). In 2019, Scotland topped 200,000t in sales of salmon. If each 
fish weighed 4.5kg, that’s 44.4 million salmon, so about 7.8 million fish died in the fish farm 
cages during their marine phase. There would be a national outcry if this was happening in plain 
sight, in farms on land.  
The shocking welfare problems of physical lice treatments, disease and planktonic blooms are 
growing worse as the sea warms; they were largely responsible for the 8800t of salmon killed 
between June and August 2020 (around a million fish). You cannot vaccinate against plankton 
blooms. These mortality figures do not include the millions of cleaner fish (normally long-lived 
wrasse captured from the wild, and captive bred wrasse and lumpsuckers), all of which are killed 
when the salmon are harvested. Their only function is to remove sea lice, which are a direct and 
avoidable consequence of using open nets.  
Regardless of whether SEPA becomes able to predict algal blooms, it makes no sense to expand 
production in the many areas where mortality is so high.  
When the SSPO talks of the need to ‘balance’ the health and welfare of farmed fish against the 
welfare of the environment and other species in it, the industry means that it wants to use 
different and more powerful pesticides, including neonicotinoids, which are banned on land.  
It also wants to continue using ADDs, which are currently breaking the law by disturbing 
cetaceans.  
This is not a good look for Scotland plc is it, or for our vital food and drink industry?  
 
It is easy for this industry to characterise concerned communities as ill-informed, emotional 
detractors, of the type that Mr Ewing has promised to ‘deal with’, but this is inaccurate.  
Coastal communities appreciate that fish farming brings jobs to areas that are depopulating.  
We are not arguing for fewer jobs, but for the aquaculture industry to become a truly 
responsible neighbour, by cleaning up its operations so it no longer affects those who make a 
living alongside its industrial farms.  
 
Responsible aquaculture would generate more jobs in Scotland, not fewer. 



Anne Anderson told the REC Committee that the SSPO had consulted stakeholders on its 
sustainability plan and that CCN had replied in writing, which we did in January, urging the 
industry to shift away from using open nets. CCN also pointed out that, by December 2019, 

“…the open-cage salmonid farm applications approved and in-train since the ECCLRC report 
(March 2018) represent an increase in maximum biomass of at least 76,200 tonnes.  
In addition, SEPA has approved at least 22 new CAR license applications since spring 2019 
(SEPA pers. comm).  
This acceleration is happening despite the REC Committee report recommendation number 
2; ‘The Committee strongly agrees with the view of the Environment, Climate Change and Land 
Reform Committee (ECCLR) Committee that if the industry is to grow, the “status quo” in terms 
of regulation and enforcement is not acceptable. It is of the view that urgent and meaningful 
action needs to be taken to address regulatory deficiencies as well as fish health and 
environmental issues before the industry can expand.’” 

 
The following recent message from a community member is typical of the despair that many 
now feel, faced with so much evidence that the status quo has not changed: 

“We have had long standing issues with [two companies]. The amount of morts this year was 
staggering. The benthos around the sites is dreadful, fishermen have lost valuable ground from 
sustainable, traditional static gear areas. I myself am a scallop diver and have witnessed the 
destruction around the sites … [The companies] are now increasing the size of their cages.  
I’ve objected but they require no EIA to do this. Just wondering if you have any advice?” 

 
Exaggerated economic benefits 
Many coastal communities doubt the industry’s, Marine Scotland’s and the Cabinet Secretary’s 
statements about the economic and social benefits of the growth of aquaculture. The reports on 
which these claims are based exaggerate the benefits (see https://salmon-
trout.org/2020/04/20/salmon-farming-new-study-shows-economic-costs-never-assessed-by-
government/).  
The costs in terms of jobs lost to environmental pollution and sea lice have never been assessed 
and are omitted from these reports.  
Many fish farm firms are automating operations and cutting staff jobs on farms: 
https://www.stornowaygazette.co.uk/business/salmon-farm-has-told-staff-jobs-will-go-
3049538?fbclid=IwAR0erC-tGDoJ2FGrYgOEnMh8UZ2AOsOxzsov5I1ds7rCNxHRqmrbUVzid0Y 
When firms offer “community benefits” to community councils while they are considering 
whether to object to planning proposals for new farms, this seem to us to be coming close to 
bribery. 
 
Open nets 
Many Scottish coastal communities now understand that the economics of fish farming rely on 
the sea to provide free disposal of all of its waste, hence the cages have open nets. 
SEPA has confirmed that this industry is the largest polluter of Scotland’s seas. By doubling 
production, it will double the amount of pollution it dumps in the sea.  
Open nets also allow the free passage of sea lice; so free pollution disposal results directly in the 
industry’s huge financial losses due to sea lice infestations, and to the costs of buying and 
administering pesticides in well boats, buying cleaner fish and the physical treatment vessels 
which kill many of the fish that are already compromised by disease.  
This welfare disaster is documented in the FHI mortality reports of ‘post treatment’ losses, 
which are truly shocking. The same nets allow billions of sea lice larvae to escape and impact 
wild salmon and sea trout populations, exacerbating the jobs losses associated with the collapse 



of these wild fisheries. After the fish have been dosed against sea lice, all the toxic compounds 
are also dumped into the sea.  
 
Exposed sites and escapes 
The need to disperse and dilute all this pollution, from the ever-larger farms now being 
consented by SEPA and the LPAs, is pushing operators into more exposed sites, making them 
more vulnerable to the catastrophic escapes of tens of thousands of fish during storms.  
In the last two years, Mowi alone has let 171,000 fish escape from three of its most exposed 
farms, all during storms. Contrary to claims made at the session on the 18th, the conditions 
during the August escape were not “an unprecedented storm”.  
As a condition of their licences, fish farm operators must confirm that all their cages will 
maintain their integrity during a once in 50-year storm. The August storm at Carradale collapsed 
four cages but it barely topped force 8. That such storms sometimes coincide with large tides is 
hardly unexpected.  
Escaped farmed fish certainly interbreed with wild salmon - the 2013 Government-funded 
RAFTS study found Norwegian salmon genes in 25% of the wild Scottish salmon it sampled. 
 
Why does Scotland still have no legally-binding technical standards for containment, and no 
penalties for escapes? In contrast, Mowi was fined $6.7m after a 2018 escape in Chile. 
https://www.seafoodsource.com/news/aquaculture/mowi-chile-hit-with-usd-7-million-fine-
from-2018-salmon-escape  
 
Polluters do not pay 
This year Denmark has banned open-net fish farms; the Environment Minister saying that “the 
sea should not be a dustbin”. 
https://salmonbusiness.com/the-sea-should-not-be-a-dustbin-says-danish-government-
announcing-new-bills-to-move-production-to-land-based/  
‘Polluter pays’ is a sound principle that our nation signed up to, as did Denmark, at the Rio Earth 
Summit, but fish farm companies are externalising their environmental costs onto other marine 
users, many of whose jobs depend on the sea being healthy, and onto marine species and 
habitats which provide vital ecosystem services to us all.  
We disagree with the basis of SEPA’s pollution regulation, that rather than ensuring all their 
waste is assimilated, fish farms can legally degrade the environment. SEPA’s new framework 
allows salmon farms to adversely impact their pollution Mixing Zones. For a typical 12 cage farm 
this area is about 186,000 square metres (26 football pitches), and the MZs of the nine licensed 
farms in Loch Shuna, for instance, cover about 1,220,000 square metres of seabed in total, or 
170 football pitches.  
SEPA sets no upper size limit to these mixing zones and they can be expanded simply by adding 
more cages or spacing them further apart. Doing so makes it easier for presently non-compliant 
farms to comply with SEPA’s seabed standards without reducing their discharges, and even to 
expand production in inshore waters, releasing more pollution. SEPA has started to look at the 
cumulative impact of closely spaced farms but not yet at impacts beyond the waterbody scale, 
and of course all west coast waterbodies are interconnected by the sea.  
 
SEPA told the committee that it has taken a precautionary approach to the in-feed pesticide 
emamectin benzoate, after reporting two years ago that its use correlated with steep falls in the 
abundance and diversity of crustaceans far from fish farms. At that time the UKTAG was asked 
to review the safe level of use (it has yet to report) and SEPA set a lower, interim level, but this 



applies only to new and expanded farms, so the vast majority of farms are still using emamectin 
benzoate at its original licensed level. This maintains the status quo.  
SEPA has not reviewed the safe levels of other pesticides, despite promising to do so for 
azamethiphos, nor has it limited hydrogen peroxide, despite much evidence from Norway and 
elsewhere that both substances kill wild crustaceans that are caught by fishermen. 
 
The need to assess the overall capacity of the sea to assimilate fish farm pollution 
Mr Finnie was right to question whether anyone knows the capacity of the aquaculture zone to 
absorb the environmental impact of doubling production. We have asked MS and SEPA 
repeatedly to do this work. Waste, pesticides and sea lice larvae can be transported a great 
distance in the sea, but the system of assessing proposals remains farm by farm which ignores 
the cumulative impact of multiple farms beyond the scale of waterbodies. SEPA and MS-LOT 
admitted to you that there has been no attempt to gauge the overall ability of the sea to 
assimilate the pollution being discharged into it by fish farms, or the doubled amounts, if 
production doubles.  
Why has there been no independent assessment of this impact, and why is MS not preparing 
a bespoke sectoral plan? 
Please hold Mr A’Hearn to his promise to do this work, with Marine Scotland.  
Please ask Mr Ewing to have this assessment done before the expansion proceeds further. 
To pause while assessing the overall risk would be to take a precautionary approach, rather than 
adopting than the ‘risk-based’ adaptive management (or ‘suck it and see’) approach that is 
popular with those who favour the status quo.  
 
The planning process and wild fish impacts 
The LPA planning process assesses fish farms as if they were housing developments, but unlike 
houses, the wide-ranging impacts of fish farming can impact many other people’s jobs.  
The planning system and the Scottish Government’s regulatory system are such juggernauts 
that very nearly every planning proposal is approved. Argyll and Bute council, for instance, has 
never turned down a proposed farm for wild fish reasons.  
LPA planning officers report that Marine Scotland provides them with inadequate and partial 
advice on these impacts, and the LPAs and planning committees routinely choose to ignore the 
much clearer objections of their other wild fish statutory consultees, the Fisheries Boards and 
Trusts. This is not precautionary, indeed Argyll and Bute Council has said that it has too little 
information to apply the precautionary principle, which entirely misses the point. 
As just one example of the ambiguous advice given to LPAs by Marine Scotland, on 24th July, MS 
wrote to Argyll and Bute’s aquaculture planning officer, saying that although MS had advised 
that a particular development “has the potential to increase the risks to wild salmonids. This is 
not to say that it will be a risk”, i.e. although there is a risk that there is a risk, that does not 
mean that there is a risk. You cannot get much less precautionary than that!  
The status quo is unlikely to change while Marine Scotland remains the main advocate for fish 
farm expansion, as well as its regulator. One or the other should be removed from its brief. 
 
Wild fish Environmental Management Plans 
Mark Harvey’s and other planners’ scepticism about wild fish Environmental Management Plans 
is well placed. Marine Scotland’s advice to LPAs on wild fish impacts does nothing more than 
confirm that an EMP has been put forward. These plans do not have to be capable of achieving 
anything for wild fish. They cannot be enforced, they set no legally binding ceiling on sea lice 
numbers, there is no legal mechanism for quickly reducing sea lice, EMPs cannot manage the 



cumulative impacts of multiple farms and they cannot be applied retrospectively to existing 
farms. They are not precautionary or fit for purpose. 
 
The only mentions in the SSPO’s sustainability charter of its role in the wild salmon crisis are 
these vague and non-binding pledges, to: 

“work with government and other users of Scotland’s waters to introduce and apply best 
practice guidance for managing all animal welfare issues: farmed and wild”, to “champion the 
widening of local working groups to include wild fisheries and other stakeholders to share 
knowledge and identify opportunities for collaboration”, to “deliver practical solutions to 
relocating existing farms, should it be scientifically evidenced as necessary for the conservation 
of wild salmon” and to “develop, with the support of the Scottish Government, a wild salmon 
monitoring programme to provide evidence-based conservation measures.”  

 
Closing or moving existing farms 
For nearly twenty years the industry has said it will close farms that are doing harm to wild fish. 
To its credit Mowi has now closed one farm in Loch Ewe, in exchange for more biomass 
elsewhere. Meanwhile, when NatureScot added up the many proposals for new farms (including 
Mowi’s) in the Greater Clyde/Loch Fyne alone, it found they would add 68% more fish to the 
25,483t already being farmed there, to total more than 9 million mature fish. They would 
outnumber the total Scottish wild salmon population 28:1.  
Marine Scotland’s draft conservation sensitivity heat maps (see below) show this area to be of 
the greatest importance for wild salmon. NatureScot says that the cumulative impact of the sea 
lice from all these extra hosts, on the salmon of the Endrick Water SAC, must be assessed at the 
same time. Instead the applicants are insisting on farm by farm consenting, on a first come, first 
served basis. This is not precautionary.  
The industry is not acting responsibly, so community groups have commissioned their own sea 
lice cumulative impact modelling, which shows clearly how the lice from the many farms spread 
and overlap in the Greater Clyde, putting wild salmon smolts at greater risk. 
 
The new multi-year smolt tracking study will help to identify the worst areas to put new farms, 
but it will not report for some years, and meanwhile the open nets of existing farms are fuelling 
the sea lice problem, while new open net farms are still being consented.  
 
Marine Scotland’s heat maps, released under FOI (examples attached below), make it clear that 
many existing farms are in areas of the highest importance to wild fish; both near breeding 
rivers and on migration routes that smolts cannot avoid using.  
Please ask Mr Ewing to apply the precautionary principle and postpone all consenting 
decisions until the new spatial guidance is published, scrutinised and adopted, and to apply 
the same criteria to existing farms, moving all those at risk of doing harm.  
 
MPAs and PMFs 
Farms are still being proposed close to priority marine features inside MPAs such as maerl beds, 
to which fish farm pollution is deadly (e.g. Horse Island in the Wester Ross MPA).  
Scotland’s MPAs are rapidly declining in quality. On a precautionary basis, these proposals 
should not be able to get so far as being considered for CAR licences or planning permission.  
 
There are still no sanctions for environmental and sea lice breaches, or for allowing escapes 
Warning letters from the FHI about high sea lice numbers are meaningless if they cannot compel 
rapid fish biomass reductions, when necessary. 



Why is it, two years after the Inquiry, that no fines have been issued, or prosecutions brought, 
for breaches of CAR licences or fish farm licence terms, no matter how bad?  
 
Why does no mechanisms exist for applying sanctions for breaching sea lice limits or for 
escapes, when they so clearly risk damaging wild fish populations? 
 
Carbon-footprint 
The UK imports roughly half the salmon it eats from Norway, and Scotland exports about half of 
its production, entirely using carbon-intensive airfreight. This makes a nonsense of the 
industry’s claim to be a low carbon form of farming. Its carbon footprint for producing fish is 
similar to chicken farming, but chicken farmers do not fly fresh meat to Asia or the USA. 
 
Climate change is increasing mortality, undermining farming salmon at sea 
The sea is warming, which promotes disease, sea lice and especially algal, bacterial and jellyfish 
blooms, such as those that killed about 600,000 fish in Greig’s farms around Skye this summer, 
forcing the company to sell up. Open nets give these blooms access to the farmed fish. Salmon 
are cold water animals and a warming sea makes it impossible for the industry to address its 
mortality problems. The clock is ticking on farming salmon at sea in Scotland, but the industry 
still maintains that it can tackle its shocking mortality rates, even as its huge PR spending 
struggles to compensate for the poor image that results. It still wants to grow through 
continuing to use open nets, the cheapest and most polluting method available, which can 
contribute to the blooms that then harm its own fish. 
 
Closed-containment on land 
Closed-containment salmon farming on land is receiving enormous investment in many other 
countries (including the USA, France, Norway, Denmark, China and even the UAE), but not here. 
Closed-containment expertise is a natural fit with Scotland’s strengths in engineering and 
aquaculture, but it is not being encouraged by the Scottish Government, which is propping up 
open-net farming with generous public subsidies (e.g. grants totalling £1.17m to two companies 
towards sea lice treatment vessels https://www.gov.scot/publications/foi-19-00442/). 
 
Acoustic Deterrent Devices are breaking the law today 
Marine Scotland did not mention that its latest advice to the industry confirms that all current 
Acoustic Deterrent Devices are capable of disturbing cetaceans and that this is against the law in 
Scotland. CCN has been pointing this out to MS for several years, but it sided with the industry 
which continued to break the law until the US Marine Mammal Protection Act threatened the 
salmon export market. Now the industry is petitioning the Government to pay for the tougher, 
seal-proof nets that it should have been using all along.  
Please ask them to pay for their own nets from the £618m export sales they made in 2019. 
 
Fish farm leases 
If Scotland auctioned its fish farm licences, as Norway does, rather than leasing the seabed for a 
rent based on the quantity of salmon harvested (thereby ignoring environmental impacts, and 
even rewarding farms that experience higher mortalities with lower rent), then it would have a 
powerful tool for incentivising better behaviour, by reducing the licence fee for farms that use 
methods that bring environmental benefits. It would also bring more upfront income to CES.  
Will Mr Ewing do this?  
 



These draft wild salmonid ‘conservation sensitivity’ heat maps were produced by Marine 
Scotland’s aquaculture constraints and opportunities project, which has fed into the spatial 
planning work being done by the regulators’ Technical Working Group. They show the risk of 
continuing to site farms in many inshore areas (purple and green especially).

 
Marine Scotland Science draft wild Salmon conservation sensitivity heat map (black dots are 
breeding rivers) 



An enlarged area (parts of Skye and Outer Hebrides) of the Marine Scotland Science draft wild 
salmon conservation sensitivity heat map



 
Marine Scotland Science draft wild sea trout conservation sensitivity heat map (red dots are 
breeding rivers) 
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