
 

To: Scottish Ministers 

Cc: Highland Council, Fire Scotland, NHS Scotland, Police Scotland, Maritime & Coastguard 

Agency, Crown Estate Scotland, Northern Lighthouse Board, SEPA & Nature Scotland 

From: $camon $cotland 

Date: 18 November 2022  

Subject: Unanswered Questions re. “Explosive” Hydrogen Sulphide Toxic Gases Off Portree  

 

$camon $cotland (formerly Scottish Salmon Watch) is alarmed to read damning documents 

disclosed by the Scottish Government on how Hydrogen Sulphide toxic gases were detected at 

55,000 ppm (within the “explosive range”) at a sunken salmon feed barge in Loch Portree close 

to Portree Harbour yet inexplicably failed to issue a public warning or alert tourists, kayakers, 

swimmers, cruise liners, coastal path users, residents and divers to the risks of explosion:  

 

Bakkafrost is Dead in Water in Scotland - "Explosive" FOI Disclosure Lifts Lid on Hazardous 

Scottish Salmon!   

 

 
 

The document dump on 11 November 2022 – initially refused by the Scottish Government on 20 

September 2022 who subsequently apologized on 8 November 2022 for failing to follow FOI 

disclosure rules – raises serious questions with respect to public accountability and the actions 

(or more appropriately the lack of them) of government officials and Bakkafrost Scotland 

(known as The Scottish Salmon Company until June 2022).    
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In reading the Scottish Government’s belated 83-page FOI disclosure (and more disclosures from 

other agencies are in the pipeline) it becomes painfully clear from the moment the salmon feed 

barge sank at the Portree salmon farm during Storm Arwen on 26 November 2021 that various 

government agencies acted to protect the commercial interests of a Norwegian/Faroese salmon 

farming company ahead of protecting public health and the marine environment.   

 

The whole sorry saga has played out via a series of cock ups and cover ups.  Safety was 

sacrificed for secrecy.  That the economic interests of a foreign-owned salmon farming company 

rode roughshod over everything else is certainly nothing new but this case study illustrates how 

the $almafia has captured, co-opted and corrupted government officials.   It stinks of rotten eggs.   

 

Moreover, there will plenty more dirt to come out in the FOI wash.  It appears that the Gael 

Force feed barge – delivered to The Scottish Salmon Company in September 2018 and launched 

at the Portree site in March 2019 – is still rotting on the bottom of Loch Portree.  If the feed 

barge is not lifting within the next 10 days the salvage operation requires a licence (the FOI 

documents show that a licence is required if a feed barge is not salvaged within a year of a 

sinking) with the costs and consequences continuing to rise. 

 

$cottish $camon therefore calls on the Scottish Government to investigate the multi-agency 

handling of the Portree feed barge sinking including the aborted salvage, emergency response, 

lack of public warning, venting of the “explosive” gases and the ongoing salvage operation.   

$camon $cotland urges the Scottish Government to learn lessons from this clusterfuck and 

publish recommendations to avert similar problems in the future. 

 

This issue clearly warrants high-level government attention.  “The Secretary of State’s 

Representative for Maritime Salvage and Intervention (SOSREP) has been engaged in the 

process from the outset and is also monitoring the recovery operation,” wrote the Maritime & 

Coastguard Agency in a letter to $camon $cotland dated 1 November 2022.     

 

If Bakkafrost cannot be sanctioned then hopefully the Norwegian/Faroese company can be 

reminded of their responsibilities to protect public safety and the marine environment.  The 

heavily redacted FOI disclosure by the Scottish Government (11 November 2022) makes it 

impossible to identify individuals who aided and abetted Bakkafrost to keep a lid on the 

“explosive” problem but an investigation would perhaps remind civil servants that their 

employer is ultimately the taxpaying public in the UK not shareholders in Norway and the Faroe 

Islands.    

 

$camon $cotland will also be writing to the Norwegian Government – as the largest shareholder 

in Bakkafrost – to update them on the unethical and irresponsible nature of their investment.   

 

The Portree feed barge sinking is certainly not the first of its kind in Scotland – a Mowi feed 

barge sank off Lochboisdale in 2019 and a Grieg Seafood feed barge sank in Loch Snizort in 

2017.  It is not clear if Salmon Scotland’s ‘Code of Good Practice for Scottish Finfish 

Aquaculture’ includes best practice with respect to the salvage of feed barges.  Even if it does 

(and $camon $cotland cannot readily find any reference), Bakkafrost’s decision to let the feed 

barge to rot on the bottom of Loch Portree is a shining example of worst not best practice.   
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Instead of pumping ca. 350 tonnes of feed out of the barge – that safer option was referred to in 

the FOI disclosure by the Scottish Government as “extremely expensive” –Bakkafrost decided to 

keep farming salmon above the leaking feed barge.  It is not perfectly clear from the FOI 

disclosure but it seems that Bakkafrost was more interested in checking what their insurance 

company AON in Glasgow covered than in ensuring public safety and protecting the 

environment (a FOI review request has also been filed by SEPA to uncover more documents on 

the environmental front).    

 

Reading the email disclosures from December 2021 an observer cannot escape the conclusion 

that Bakkafrost was attempting to gain a hefty insurance payout for pumping out the feed and 

wanted the enforcement authority (SEPA) to force Bakkafrost to “remove the contamination” 

(i.e. the feed):   
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When it became clear that the answer to ‘the insurance question’ was not economically 

favourable, it appears that Bakkafrost took the commercial decision to carry on farming and put 

the salvage operation on hold.   

 

 
 

 

How much feed contaminated the marine environment is unclear.  An email from MCA to 

Nature Scotland, Marine Scotland and SEPA on 8 December 2021 detailed photos showing the 

release of feed from the sunken silos:  
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Bakkafrost’s decision not to disclose the financial costs and significant risks to shareholders is 

arguably in breach of disclosure/reporting rules via the Norwegian Securities Trading Act and 

the Oslo stock exchange’s ‘IR Code of Practice’ (the largest shareholder in Bakkafrost is the 
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Norwegian Government as represented by Folketrygdfondet and Bakkafrost has been listed on 

the Oslo stock exchange since 2010).  This lack of transparency contrasts with Grieg Seafood’s 

decision in 2018 to report a £921,000 cost of salvage of a feed barge which sank in Loch Snizort 

on the Isle of Skye in 2017 and was finally lifted in late 2021.   

 

 
 

In fact, the sinking of Bakkafrost’s barge off Portree on 26 November 2021 was only reported 

publicly in a brief snippet in The Oban Times on 29 November 2021 on fallout from Storm 

Arwen and even then The Oban Times did not name the exact site location (only naming The 

Scottish Salmon Company and Skye).  The cover up continued throughout 2022 as the public 

remained unaware of the sunken feed barge let alone the build-up of “explosive gases”.   

 

The FOI disclosure by the Scottish Government (via a letter dated 8 November 2022) that the 

salvage company (Briggs Marine) is now embroiled in legal action with Bakkafrost – with 

Briggs Marine admitting to $camon $cotland that their departure on 26 August 2022 was due to a 

“commercial dispute regarding payment” – hardly inspires confidence.   
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Bakkafrost’s actions – or lack of them – raise alarm bells and red flags.  Surely the safest and 

most sensible decision would have been to clear the site of farmed salmon immediately over the 

Winter of 2021 (especially when there were signs of leakage from the feed barge under the 

Portree farm) and pump out the feed to prevent pollution and thereby eliminate public health 

risks from explosion? 

 

Documents published by Salmon Scotland show that Bakkafrost moved fish off their Outer 

Portree salmon in January 2022 yet carried on farming at the Loch Portree (Torvaig) site until 

June 2022.  $camon $cotland has now asked Food Standards Scotland if there was any testing of 

farmed salmon - and shellfish in the vicinity of the Portree salmon farms - for contaminants.  

Farming above a sunken feed barge leaking explosive gases gives a whole new meaning to 

smoked and flame-grilled Scottish salmon. 
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Bakkafrost’s decision – driven purely by economic interests and to profit shareholders in 

Norway and the Faroe Islands – precipitated the “explosive” problem first disclosed on 12 

August 2022 (but suspected of being known by Bakkafrost much earlier).  As Bakkafrost 

maximized profits and delivered farmed salmon to the market, toxic Hydrogen Sulphide gases 

built up over a period of over eight months under the Portree salmon farm reaching the explosive 

level of 55,000 ppm.   

 

 
 

Bakkafrost may not have intentionally meant to create a time-bomb off Portree but that was the 

inevitable consequence of leaving ca. 350 tonnes of feed stagnating in the sunken barge.  Instead 

of defusing the feed problem back in November 2021, Bakkafrost chose to ignore it in the hope 

that it would be flushed away.  If that’s not corporate negligence then it’s certainly a clear-cut 

case of piss-poor management.  Bakkafrost’s recent job vacancy advert for a new marine site 

manager at Portree salmon farm may be evidence of the need for management changes.    
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So when Bakkafrost notified government agencies late on Friday afternoon on 12 August 2022 

there was an explosion problem it was a time-bomb entirely of their own making.  Bakkafrost is 

culpable and liable although the subsequent cover-up by government officials – including elected 

officials at Highland Council - who desperately attempted to keep a lid on the explosive story 

warrants further investigation too.   The public surely has a right to know why there was a cover-

up, who were responsible and when Bakkafrost first knew of the explosion risk.   

 

 
 

Until the full facts are known and further FOI disclosures are published, the public will still be in 

the dark.  When, for example, did Bakkafrost discover the level of dangerous Hydrogen Sulphide 

gases?   The Scottish Government’s FOI disclosure refers to the salvage operation by Briggs 

Marine planned for ‘mid to late July’ although there is a black hole in terms of email 

correspondence from May 2022 until August 2022.    

 

A FOI reply by the Maritime & Coastguard Agency dated 1 November 2022 stated that levels of 

Hydrogen Sulphide were identified “at the beginning of July 2022” but does not detail the exact 

levels:  
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The FOI disclosure from the Scottish Government reveals that Marine Scotland emailed Nature 

Scotland on 29 August 2022 reporting that “preliminary diving work started in July 2022 where 

bubbles were observed during the relief of the gas and oils from the silos” and “it became 

apparent that the gases were toxic in composition with Hydrogen Sulphide and Methane”:  

 

 
 

If Bakkafrost knew the “explosive” levels in July 2022 then why did it take them until mid-

August 2022 to report them to various government agencies? 
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This email from Bakkafrost dated 5 August 2022 to SEPA, the Crown Estate, Briggs Marine,  

the Maritime & Coastguard Agency, the Northern Lighthouse Board, the Scottish Government, 

HM Coastguard and Highland Council refers to ‘readings’ but did not disclose exact levels:  

 

 
 

 

Reference above to the ‘2020 Emergency Response Guidebook’ certainly alludes to Bakkafrost 

already being fully aware of the explosive nature of the sunken cargo off Portree.  A ‘Notice to 

Mariners’ dated 5 August 2022 was published by WHAM but the information failed to include 

any reports of “explosive” gases or any public warning to stay away from the area.   

 

Bakkafrost also failed to include Highland Council’s Harbour Authority in their update 

prompting this email dated 9 August 2022:  
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When Bakkafrost emailed stakeholders late on Friday afternoon on 12 August 2022 they now 

included Highland Council’s Harbour Authority as well as Fire Scotland:  

 

 

 
 

The significance of Bakkafrost’s reference to Hydrogen Sulphide levels at 55,000 ppm was not 

lost on an unnamed official at the MCA (their name is redacted along with all other names) who 

emailed Bakkafrost after a phone call on Friday evening (12 August 2022): 
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By lunchtime on Saturday 13 August 2022, Bakkafrost claimed in an email to have phoned up “a 

few numbers” to confirm that people “understood the implications of the notification on Friday” 

(i.e. that “explosive” levels of Hydrogen Sulphide had been detected):  
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Bakkafrost’s claim to have made “a few” phone calls smells decidedly fishy and certainly 

represents a negligent response to the public risks of explosion – something picked up on early 

on Monday morning (15 August 2022) in an email from the Harbour Authority:   
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$camon $cotland has not been provided with a copy of Bakkafrost’s “latest NoM” (it is assumed 

that this relates to a ‘Notice to Mariners’ issued on 12 August 2022 – if such a notice was issued 

it is not available publicly via WHAM or via any search engine and WHAM told $camon 

$cotland this week it was “not aware of any communication” other than the ‘Notice to Mariners’ 

dated 5 August 2022).  Could you please pass on any other notices and public warnings? 

 

Bakkafrost’s claim on 12 August 2022 that “we will put an exclusion zone in place and a Notice 

to Mariners will be issued advising of this, we hope to have this update today with assistance 

from the Harbour Master” is therefore not backed up by any public documents.  There was 

certainly no public warning issued by Bakkafrost – or any government agency – alerting people 

to the explosion risk of Hydrogen Sulphide gas found at 55,000 ppm.  Why was there a news 

black-out until 30 August 2022 when $camon $cotland blew the whistle following a tip-off on 28 

August from a concerned visitor to Portree?  

 

When Bakkafrost finally circulated risk assessment documents in the afternoon of Tuesday 16 

August 2022 – to a growing list of stakeholders now including Police Scotland, NHS Scotland 

and a ‘Consulting Marine Chemist’ [name redacted] in the Netherlands – they referred to a 

“worst case scenario” which $camon $cotland can only assume refers to the zone of explosion 

risk and release of dangerous Hydrogen Sulphide gases towards the town of Portree and shipping 

(including ‘The World’ cruise liner which visited Portree on 24 August 2022):  
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Since the Scottish Government has thus far denied access to the RAMS [Risk Assessment 

Method Statement] from Briggs Marine (citing ongoing legal action between Bakkafrost and 

Briggs Marine as the reason for non-disclosure), $camon $cotland can only guess at the 

‘explosive’ contents.  However a report on gas purging by Marine Masters in the Netherlands – 

circulated to stakeholders on 6 September 2022 (disclosed by SEPA via FOI on 4 November 

2022) at least provides details on the explosive levels of Hydrogen Sulphide.   

 

 
 

The RA [Risk Assessment] from Bakkafrost’s ‘expert’ (assumed to be the ‘Consulting Marine 

Chemist’ in the Netherlands not named in Bakkafrost’s email of 16 August 2022) was strangely 

not disclosed by the Scottish Government via FOI on 11 November 2022 but $camon $cotland 

received a copy this week from Highland Councilor John Finlayson.  $camon $cotland published 

the explosive report dated 16 August 2022 earlier this week (16 November 2022). 
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An ever-growing list of stakeholders was briefed by Bakkafrost on 24 August 2022 – the same 

day that ‘The World’ cruise liner passed close to the “explosive” exclusion zone and anchored 

off Portree: 
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On 25 August 2022, Marine Scotland [name redacted] reported to an unnamed Scottish 

Government official [name redacted] that Portree High School would be used as a ‘rest centre’ 

should the gas come ashore with Highland Council offices used an ‘emergency response centre’.  

“Public health will advise that people close windows and doors as well to protect themselves 

should the gas reach shore,” stated Marine Scotland:  
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Despite the risk of exposure to Hydrogen Sulphide gas and the risk of explosion, the authorities 

still did not issue a public health warning or issue a public warning to shipping ($camon $cotland 

have emailed ‘The World’ cruise liner, the Portree  Moorings Association and the Portree 

Harbour Master to ask for copies of any warnings issued at all).  The Isle of Skye Pipe Band 

visited ‘The World’ – moored within sniffing distance of the salmon farm – on 24 August 2022: 

 

 

 
 

 

https://www.facebook.com/IOSPB/posts/487753220022846
https://www.facebook.com/IOSPB/posts/487753220022846
https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=487748280023340&set=pcb.487753220022846
https://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2022/08/toxic-gasses-spew-from-the-scottish-salmon-company-bakkafrost-scotland-off-portree.html


Life in Portree continued as normal as tourists poured into town and children played in the 

harbour and walked along the coastal path blissfully unaware of the explosion risk – with the 

RNLI in Portree going ahead with a family fun day on 27 August 2022 featuring Stormy: 

 

 
 

As tourists looked on laughing (still not notified of the explosion risk) lifeboats entertained  in 

Portree harbour:  

 

 
 

https://www.facebook.com/Lifeboat-Fundraisers-Skye-and-Raasay-147294718651870/photos/pcb.5316487885065835/5316487568399200/
https://www.facebook.com/100064299505552/videos/811928166493009
https://www.facebook.com/100064299505552/videos/811928166493009
https://www.facebook.com/Lifeboat-Fundraisers-Skye-and-Raasay-147294718651870/photos/pcb.5316487885065835/5316487568399200/
https://www.facebook.com/100064299505552/videos/811928166493009


The authorities decided that ‘the show must go on’ (still with radio silence on the public risks).   

 

 
 

Absolutely no need to worry the tourists at the height on August bank holiday weekend! 

 

 

https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=5530429507016813&set=pcb.5530432400349857


 
 

Alarmed at the lack of public disclosure, a whistleblower from Portree contacted $camon 

$cotland on 28 August 2022: 
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It was $camon $cotland – not Highland Council, Fire Scotland, NHS Scotland, Police Scotland 

or the Scottish Government – who publicized the public health dangers early on 30 August 2022 

(later corroborated by another whistleblower) via: “Toxic Gasses Spew From The Scottish 

Salmon Company (Bakkafrost Scotland) Off Portree”. 
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By late morning on 30 August 2022, BBC News was tracking the story and had contacted the 

Scottish Government for public comment: 

 

 
 

Here’s the BBC’s media query (disclosed via FOI by the Scottish Government on 11 November 

2022) which appears to have come from BBC journalist Iain Macinnes: 

 

 
 

The statement above from Highland Council – which is not available publicly online – included 

reference to “explosive gases” emitted from the barge “in dangerous quantities”.  When BBC 

News published a story later on 30 August 2022 there was no reference to “explosive” or 

“dangerous” and Highland Council’s “explosive” statement had been replaced by a statement 

https://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/sg-foi-review-reply-11-nov-2022-eir-review-reference-202200321470---documents-for-release-with-redactions.pdf
https://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/sg-foi-review-reply-11-nov-2022-eir-review-reference-202200321470---documents-for-release-with-redactions.pdf
https://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/sg-foi-review-reply-11-nov-2022-eir-review-reference-202200321470---documents-for-release-with-redactions.pdf
https://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/sg-foi-review-reply-11-nov-2022-eir-review-reference-202200321470---documents-for-release-with-redactions.pdf
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from Police Scotland which referred to a “safe conclusion” even though “explosive” levels of 

toxic gases still represented a real public risk and would not be vented for another two weeks:  

 

 
 

 

 

https://twitter.com/TheGAAIA/status/1593226513633406976


Even the watered down version of the BBC News story was enough to prompt “a number of 

enquiries from concerned Portree residents” which Highland Council’s ‘Resilience Officer’ 

(Corporate Communications) sought help on 1 September 2022 from other government agencies 

to downplay via a ‘message of reassurance’:  

 

 
 

The Scottish Government was only too happy to oblige with a ‘message of reassurance’: 
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So instead of issuing a public warning re. “explosive” gases, Highland Council issued a ‘message 

of reassurance’ on 2 September 2022 which was also Tweeted.   

 

 
 

Yet for another two weeks until the feed barge was ‘successfully’ and ‘safely’ vented, the 

“explosive” gases continued to build up and the public risk of exposure remained high.   

https://www.highland.gov.uk/news/article/14781/statement_on_behalf_of_the_highlands_and_islands_resilience_partnership_%E2%80%93_portree_barge_incident
https://www.highland.gov.uk/news/article/14781/statement_on_behalf_of_the_highlands_and_islands_resilience_partnership_%E2%80%93_portree_barge_incident
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Suffice to say that $camon $cotland believes a forensic examination of the documents released 

thus far via FOI can but only conclude that government agencies were complicit in a cover-up.   

 

 
 

$camon Scotland is sick to the stomach of government agencies cravenly kowtowing to the 

salmon farming industry.  When will the Scottish Government stop protecting the $almafia and 

start protecting public health, tourism and the marine environment?  
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The lethal nature of salmon farming – and feed barges in particular – is a real and present danger.   

 

 
 

In conclusion, $camon $cotland urges Scottish Ministers to investigate this issue with a view to 

sanctioning Bakkafrost for failing to defuse the problem and government officials for failing to 

alert the general public to the risks of exposure to Hydrogen Sulphide gas and risks of explosion.   

 

 

https://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2021/11/the-times-woman-suing-fish-farm-after-partner-was-crushed.html
https://twitter.com/TheGAAIA/status/1592127621282009089


This issue is clearly a public interest matter.  The Times reported yesterday (17 November 2022): 

 

 

 

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/secret-plans-to-evacuate-island-homes-over-toxic-gas-0f0sc30wp
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Radio Skye reported yesterday (17 November 2022): 
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$camon $cotland urges the Scottish Government to introduce recommendations and update the 

law with respect to the sinking of a feed barge; namely force salmon farming companies to:  

 

- Immediately pump feed out of the barge to prevent the build-up of explosive gases  

- Notify the public when feed barges sink  

- Warn the public of risks of explosion and exposure of toxic gases  

 

It beggars belief that Bakkafrost together with government agencies failed to alert the general 

public.   

 

  
 

Please take steps to ensure such corporate negligence and government irresponsibility can never 

happen again.  Taxpayers, tourists, residents, water-users, walkers, shellfish and the marine 

environment deserve better than a toxic salmon farming strangling the lifeblood out of the 

Scottish coasts.   
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Further information can be found via:  

Risk Assessment Highlighted 'High' Risk of Exposure to Public from Toxic Hydrogen Sulphide 

Gases - Why the f*ck was there no public warning?  

Bakkafrost is Dead in Water in Scotland - "Explosive" FOI Disclosure Lifts Lid on Hazardous 

Scottish Salmon!  

Document dump by Scottish Government following FOI review: floodgates opened on 

"explosive" salmon barge off Portree!   

"Explosive" FOI disclosure from SEPA on Toxic Gases Spewing from The Scottish Salmon 

Company (Bakkafrost) Off Portree!  

Toxic Salmon Barge Salvaged This Month Off Portree (as revealed by FOI disclosure by the 

Maritime & Coastguard Agency) 
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