
 
 

Cabinet Secretary for Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform 

Cabinet Secretary for Rural Economy & Connectivity 

The Scottish Government 

St. Andrew's House 

Regent Road 

Edinburgh 

EH1 3DG 

                   29 May 2018  

Dear Cabinet Secretaries, 

 

Welfare Abuses at Scottish Salmon Farms 

- Breach of the Animal Health & Welfare (Scotland) Act? 

 

What action is the Scottish Government taking to protect the welfare of fish on salmon farms 

in Scotland? 

 

Scottish Salmon Watch is pleased to read that the Scottish Government is "committed to the 

prevention of animal disease in Scotland" and "working in partnership with industry to drive 

up standards of animal health and welfare, and control and manage animal disease risks in 

Scotland". 

 

 
 

https://beta.gov.scot/about/who-runs-government/cabinet-and-ministers/cabinet-secretary-environment-climate-change-land-reform/
https://beta.gov.scot/about/who-runs-government/cabinet-and-ministers/cabinet-secretary-rural-economy-connectivity/
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2018/05/deaths-deformities-welfare-abuse-at-scottish-salmon-farms-breach-of-the-animal-health-welfare-scotla.html
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2018/05/deaths-deformities-welfare-abuse-at-scottish-salmon-farms-breach-of-the-animal-health-welfare-scotla.html
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/farmingrural/Agriculture/animal-welfare/RCS
https://scottishsalmonwatch.org/diseases
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/farmingrural/Agriculture/animal-welfare/RCS


It is also pleasing to read on the Scottish Government's web-site that fish farming is 

specifically covered by the Animal Health and Welfare (Scotland) Act 2006: 

 

 
 

Moreover, it is noted on the Scottish Government's 'Animal Welfare in Scotland' web-page 

that "The Scottish Ministers have the responsibility for, and the powers to deal with, animal 

welfare in Scotland." 

 

However, could you please detail exactly how Scottish Ministers are addressing the growing 

problem of fish welfare on salmon farms in Scotland? 

 

Scottish Salmon Watch's letter of 17 May 2018 to the Cross-Party Group on Animal Welfare 

raises the issue of deaths and welfare problems at salmon farms due to the Thermolicer.  

What actions are the Scottish Government taking to address the welfare crisis caused by the 

operation of mechanical lice treatments such as the Thermolicer, Hydrolicer, Optilicer and 

other torture devices for fish? 

 

Please also be aware of damning data published on 27 April 2018 by the Scottish 

Government detailing deformities and welfare abuses on Scottish salmon farms.  The Fish 

Health Inspectorate's 'Case Information' (October - December 2017) details the latest 

enhanced inspections conducted under the Aquaculture and Fisheries (Scotland) Act 2007 - 

including reports of farmed salmon with deformed spines and hearts, cataracts, anorexia, 

lesions, necrotic gills, shortened jaws, damaged eyes, gillpox, evidence of erthrophagocytosis 

in the spleen, lamellar bleeding of the gills, multifocal hepatic necrosis, heart disease, 

haemorrhaging at the base of the pelvic fins and sea lice damage to the heads.   Farmed 

salmon were reported "dead on the surface of the water" and with "sea lice grazing damage to 

heads".  One lice-infested farmed salmon was reported "belly up as if concussed from 

banging".   

 

Read more via:  

EXPOSED: Early Harvesting at Scottish Salmon Farms Due to Disease & Mortalities  

Hard Evidence: Fast-Tracking Disease-Ridden Scottish Salmon 

Deaths, Deformities & Welfare Abuse at Scottish Salmon Farms - Breach of the Animal 

Health & Welfare (Scotland) Act?  

 

The deaths, deformities, diseases and flagrant abuse of animal welfare on Scottish salmon 

farms raise the question whether a prosecution could be made via the Animal Health and 

Welfare (Scotland) Act 2006.  Looking at the legislation is seems clear that given the 

suffering on Scottish salmon farms and mass mortalities that a strong case against 

'Unnecessary Suffering' and 'Cruel Operations' could be made.   

 

http://www.gov.scot/Topics/farmingrural/Agriculture/animal-welfare/AnimalWelfare/AHWSAGuidance/offences
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2006/11/contents
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/farmingrural/Agriculture/animal-welfare/AnimalWelfare
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2018/05/letter-to-the-cross-party-group-on-animal-welfare-.html
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2018/05/letter-to-the-cross-party-group-on-animal-welfare-.html
https://www.fishfarmingexpert.com/article/vet-warns-of-head-injury-risk-to-fish-during-delousing/
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/marine/Fish-Shellfish/FHI/CaseInformation/caseinfo2017/octdec
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/marine/Fish-Shellfish/FHI/CaseInformation/caseinfo2017/octdec
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/marine/Fish-Shellfish/FHI/CaseInformation
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2018/05/exposed-early-harvesting-at-scottish-salmon-farms-due-to-disease-mortalities-.html
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/fast-tracked-scottish-salmon-may-2018-2.docx
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2018/05/deaths-deformities-welfare-abuse-at-scottish-salmon-farms-breach-of-the-animal-health-welfare-scotla.html
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2018/05/deaths-deformities-welfare-abuse-at-scottish-salmon-farms-breach-of-the-animal-health-welfare-scotla.html
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2006/11/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2006/11/contents
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/farmingrural/Agriculture/animal-welfare/AnimalWelfare/AHWSAGuidance/offences


Even the most pro-salmon farming proponents would struggle to argue that cramming farmed 

salmon into disease-ridden cages is 'normal behaviour' or that farmed salmon's "need to be 

protected from suffering, injury and disease" is currently being met on Scotland's virus-laden 

and lice-infested salmon farms.  

 

 
 

 
 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2006/11/part/2/crossheading/prevention-of-harm
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2006/11/section/21


 
 

In view of the legal responsibility of Scottish Ministers to uphold the welfare of farmed 

salmon and in view of the rising mortalities on Scottish salmon farms (26.7% affecting 12.85 

million farmed salmon according to a Parliamentary Reply by Fergus Ewing in January 2018) 

surely the Scottish Government should be taking action against salmon farming companies 

for a breach of the Animal Health & Welfare (Scotland) Act 2006? 

 

Evidence published yesterday via EXPOSED: Early Harvesting at Scottish Salmon Farms 

Due to Disease & Mortalities details how salmon farming companies have been forced to 

harvest early due to mortality and disease problems.   

 

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/28877.aspx?SearchType=Advance&ReferenceNumbers=S5W-13432&ResultsPerPage=10
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/28877.aspx?SearchType=Advance&ReferenceNumbers=S5W-13432&ResultsPerPage=10
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2006/11/contents
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2018/05/exposed-early-harvesting-at-scottish-salmon-farms-due-to-disease-mortalities-.html
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2018/05/exposed-early-harvesting-at-scottish-salmon-farms-due-to-disease-mortalities-.html
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2006/11/part/2/crossheading/promotion-of-welfare
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2018/05/exposed-early-harvesting-at-scottish-salmon-farms-due-to-disease-mortalities-.html


A Media Backgrounder - "Hard Evidence: Fast-Tracking Disease-Ridden Scottish Salmon" - 

details early harvesting by at least 25 salmon farms during 2017 including:    

 

Marine Harvest (11): Poll Na Gille (Sound of Jura); Linnhe; North Shore (Loch Erisort); 

Port Na Cro (Shuna Sound); Loch Alsh; MacLean's Nose (Sound of Mull); Invasion Bay 

(Loch Sunart); Caolas A Deas (Loch Shell); Soay (West Loch Tarbert); Loch Hourn; 

Ardintoul (Loch Alsh)     

 

The Scottish Salmon Company (5): Loch Odhairn/Gravir; Loch Tuath; Druimyeon Bay 

(Sound of Gigha); Inch Kenneth (Loch na Keal); Vuia Beag (Loch Roag)   

Scottish Sea Farms (4): Kishorn A (South); Kishorn B (North); Kishorn B (South) and 

Kishorn West (all Loch Kishorn) 

 

Cooke Aquaculture (3): Stead of Aithness (Aith Voe); Bay of Vady (Rousay Sound); 

Carness Bay  

 

Kames Fish Farming (1): Shuna SW/Rubh'an Trilleachain (Shuna Sound) 

 

Loch Duart (1): Calva Bay/Calbha Beag (Eddrachillis Bay) 

 

 

An email obtained via FOI from the Scottish Government revealed that Marine Harvest was 

experiencing increases in mortality from nine sites in late October 2017 citing "Anaemia 

issues", "CMS" and "complex gill issue" which "are being managed through harvesting and 

treatment".  "Some fish treated with antibiotics with some positive effect, plan to harvest out 

ASAP once below MRL," reported Marine Harvest in relation to North Shore (Loch Erisort).  

"The company are trying to harvest appropriate stocks as quickly as possible," reported the 

Scottish Government.  "It was reported that there is no capacity to increase harvest rate 

within the company or across the wider industry".    

 

 

 

http://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/fast-tracked-scottish-salmon-may-2018-2.docx
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/foi-17-02772-marine-harvest-correspondence.pdf


 

 
 

Surely the Scottish Government should be investigating this vital issue and taking immediate 

action to uphold fish welfare? 

 

As the Scottish Parliament's Environment, Climate Change & Land Reform (ECCLR) 

Committee stated in a report on the environmental impacts of salmon farming to the Rural 

Economy & Connectivity Committee in March 2018:  

 

"The overall number of deaths as a result of disease, ill health and stress may be masked by 

the early harvest of fish with disease or life threatening conditions.  This activity warrants 

further review." 

 

The ECCLR report (5 March 2018) also recommended the publication of disease and 

mortality data: 

 

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/107588.aspx
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/107588.aspx
http://www.parliament.scot/S5_Environment/Inquiries/20180305_GD_to_Rec_salmon_farming.pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/S5_Environment/Inquiries/20180305_GD_to_Rec_salmon_farming.pdf


 
 

 

The Rural Economy & Connectivity Committee's oral evidence on 2 May 2018, as part of the 

Scottish Parliament's salmon farming inquiry, included a discussion on 'early harvesting':  

 

 
 

'Scotland’s 10 Year Farmed Fish Health Framework' published on 23 May 2018 claimed:  

"The increased ability to grow larger smolts provides the opportunity to reduce the marine 

grow out phase of farmed salmon, thus reducing the time spent in sea and the length of 

exposure to marine challenges such as sea lice." 

 

However, data published by the Scottish Government's annual fish farm surveys shows 

weights of farmed salmon inputted as smolts into the sea and final weights at harvest reveals 

a trend of increasing mean weight at harvest in year 0 (1.8 kg in 2006 compared to 2.9 kg in 

2016) but comparable weights for harvest in year 1 and year 2:  

 

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=11503&mode=pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/107585.aspx
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0053/00535697.pdf
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/marine/Publications/stats/FishFarmProductionSurveys/OlderSurveys
http://www.parliament.scot/S5_Environment/Inquiries/20180305_GD_to_Rec_salmon_farming.pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=11503&mode=pdf


 

 
  

http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0052/00524803.pdf
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0052/00524803.pdf


The latest fish farm survey (published in September 2017) shows that the mean weight of 

smolts in 1999 is on a par with the latest weights.  In fact, the weight of smolts in 2000 (3.5 

kg) for harvest year 0 is higher than any year since.    

 

 

 
 

 

Recent data published by the salmon farming industry shows lice infestation rates already 

above industry thresholds at 31% of salmon farms in January 2018.  How high is that figure 

now and how high will it be over the warmer Summer months?  The SSPO's sea lice data for 

January 2018 details lice problems at the following sites (one lice per fish is the threshold): 

 

http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0052/00524803.pdf
https://www.salmon-trout.org/2018/05/03/salmon-farming-industrys-selective-release-of-individual-farm-sea-lice-data-falls-far-short-of-what-is-required/
http://scottishsalmon.co.uk/scottish-salmon-farm-sea-lice-reporting/
http://scottishsalmon.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Lice-averages-Jan-2018.pdf


 

http://scottishsalmon.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Lice-averages-Jan-2018.pdf
http://scottishsalmon.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Lice-averages-Jan-2018.pdf


As Scottish Salmon Watch's letter to you of 8 May 2018 stated: 

 

Data obtained via Freedom of Information from the Scottish Government has revealed that 

Scottish salmon farms during 2017 were not only riddled with lice but also disease-ridden.   

 

 
 

Read in detail via Hard Evidence: Dossier of Data on Lice, Diseases & Mortalities at Scottish 

Salmon Farms 

 

In February 2018, the Global Alliance Against Industrial Aquaculture published site specific 

disease data (obtained via FOI from the Scottish Government) for salmon farms operated by 

Scotland's three largest companies (Marine Harvest, Scottish Sea Farms & the Scottish 

Salmon Company).   

 

Salmon Gill poxvirus, Paranucleospora theridion, gill pathology, complex gill issues, Vibrio 

anguillarum, Proliferative Gill Disease, Amoebic Gill Disease, Pancreas Disease, fungus, 

Sardiomyopathy Syndrome, Haemorrhagic Smolt Syndrome, Heart & Skeletal Muscle 

Inflammation, Enteric Redmouth Disease and Anaemia were reported during 2017.   

 

 

http://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2018/05/letter-to-scottish-government-re-infectious-diseases-in-salmon-farming-effluents.html
https://www.salmon-trout.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/NewLiceBreachingList.pdf
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2018/03/hard-evidence-dossier-of-data-on-lice-diseases-mortalities-at-scottish-salmon-farms.html
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2018/03/hard-evidence-dossier-of-data-on-lice-diseases-mortalities-at-scottish-salmon-farms.html
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2018/03/hard-evidence-dossier-of-data-on-lice-diseases-mortalities-at-scottish-salmon-farms.html
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2018/02/press-release-scottish-salmons-mort-mountain-leaps-over-10-million-foi-reveals-23-million-dead-salmo.html
https://scottishsalmonwatch.org/diseases
https://scottishsalmonwatch.org/diseases


In conclusion, surely it is incumbent upon Scottish Ministers to exercise their powers under 

Animal Health and Welfare (Scotland) Act 2006 to ensure the welfare of farmed salmon and 

end unnecessary suffering at the hands of the cruel operations of salmon farming companies? 

 

Scottish Salmon Watch is pleased that 'Farmed Fish' is on the agenda of the Cross-Party 

Group on Animal Welfare's meeting on 5 June 2018.  Perhaps Scottish Ministers could take 

up that opportunity to be better briefed on the welfare nightmare of Scottish salmon farms?   

 

 
 

At the very least, Scottish Ministers could show their commitment and responsibility to fish 

welfare by reading the latest data published on 27 April 2018 by the Scottish Government on 

deformities and welfare abuses on Scottish salmon farms (the Fish Health Inspectorate's 'Case 

Information' is available for the period 2013-2017).   

 

But a word of caution, the data on deformities, weak hearts, bleeding gills, cataracts and other 

welfare problems is stomach-churning stuff.  Please don't read it just after eating up your 

plate of 'fresh' Scottish salmon (especially Marine Harvest's farmed salmon marinaded in 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2006/11/contents
http://www.parliament.scot/msps/animal-welfare.aspx
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/marine/Fish-Shellfish/FHI/CaseInformation/caseinfo2017/octdec
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/marine/Fish-Shellfish/FHI/CaseInformation
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/marine/Fish-Shellfish/FHI/CaseInformation
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/letter-to-cross-party-animal-welfare-group-of-the-scottish-parliament-28-may-2018-follow-up.pdf
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/letter-to-cross-party-animal-welfare-group-of-the-scottish-parliament-28-may-2018-follow-up.pdf
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2018/02/press-release-scottish-salmons-mort-mountain-leaps-over-10-million-foi-reveals-23-million-dead-salmo.html
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2018/05/deaths-deformities-welfare-abuse-at-scottish-salmon-farms-breach-of-the-animal-health-welfare-scotla.html


Amoebic Gill Disease, Anaemia and Cardiomyopathy syndrome with a sprinkling of Salmon 

Gill Poxvirus) or you'll be even sicker than a salmon on a Scottish salmon farm. 

   

 

 
 

I notice from the Cabinet Secretary's Twitter feed that exports of Scottish farmed salmon are 

going up but it is clearly true that at the same time the welfare standards on Scottish salmon 

farms are going down.  Please stand up for Scottish salmon by standing up for high welfare 

standards.    

 

 
 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

 

Don Staniford 

 

Director, Scottish Salmon Watch  

 

http://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2018/02/press-release-scottish-salmons-mort-mountain-leaps-over-10-million-foi-reveals-23-million-dead-salmo.html
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2018/02/press-release-scottish-salmons-mort-mountain-leaps-over-10-million-foi-reveals-23-million-dead-salmo.html
https://twitter.com/FergusEwingMSP/status/930066156433616896
https://www.fishfarmingexpert.com/article/cabinet-secretary-to-open-aquaculture-uk/
http://scottishaquaculture.com/salmon-feed-innovations-set-to-boost-scotlands-biggest-food-export-market/
https://twitter.com/FergusEwingMSP/status/930066156433616896
https://scottishsalmonwatch.org/welfare

