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          17 March 2020 

 

Concerns & Questions Over Imidacloprid Use in Scottish Salmon Farming  

 

Scottish Salmon Watch is shocked to discover that the use of the toxic neonicotinoid 

insecticide Imidacloprid (banned for outdoor use in terrestrial farming by the European Union 

in 2018 due to a growing weight of scientific evidence that it is harmful to bees and other 

pollinators) may have already been used in Scotland via Benchmark's 'CleanTreat' system via 

secret trials. 

 

 
 

Could you please provide answers to the following questions: 

 

1) How much Imidacloprid (marketed as BMK08 since 2019 - and previously known as 

Ectosan when first launched in 2017) has already been used in Scottish salmon farming? 

(please indicate where and when Imidacloprid was used and by which companies).   

 

2) Where, when and in what quantities did the discharge and/or disposal of Imidacloprid 

contaminated wastes take place? 

 

Last month, Scottish Salmon Watch filed an appeal with the Scottish Information 

Commissioner following SEPA's refusal to disclose information on CleanTreat (including 

BMK08/Ectosan).   Scottish Salmon Watch asked for an internal review of another FOI 
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refusal by SEPA in a letter dated 21 February 2020 and asked for an internal review of the 

Scottish Government's FOI refusal in a letter dated 21 February 2020.   
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In December 2019, Scottish Salmon Watch revealed: 

 

 
 

In June 2019, Scottish Salmon Watch wrote to Scottish Ministers calling for a public register 

of ALL toxic chemicals used on Scottish salmon farms. 
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The outstanding question is: has Imidacloprid already been used without public consultation 

or notification by the salmon farming industry in Scotland? 

 

"So far, the breakthrough sea lice treatment system, which cleanses treatment water after 

delousing in well boats, has only been trialled in Norway," reported Fish Farmer in August 

2019.  "It has successfully treated more than 30,000 tonnes of fish, according to John 

Marshall, head of Animal Health at Benchmark, which has developed the innovation over a 

10-year period....However, there is some impatience among Scottish salmon farmers over 

bottlenecks in the regulatory system that have so far prevented them from trialling CleanTreat 

in Scotland.  Marshall said his company had been approached by all the Scottish producers, 

interested in deploying CleanTreat at their farms, and he hoped there would be Scottish trials 

soon.  ‘The target was for the end of this year but, realistically, it will be next year,’ he told 

Fish Farmer." 

 

 
 

"It's not a case of having to have new regulation," continued John Marshall, head of Animal 

Health at Benchmark.  "I think there is regulation in Scotland to deal with it but, of course, 

regulations are interpreted and it’s about the interpretation of how you use the current 

regulation along with CleanTreat....We obviously don't want Scotland to lose out, but we will 

work where there is opportunity, demand and less resistance. Scotland has to get its act 

together but I believe they are doing that." 
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Documents disclosed to Scottish Salmon Watch by the Scottish Government via FOI on 19 

December 2019 (FOI-19-02443) shed some light on Benchmark's 'CleanTreat' and the 

Scottish Government's support for trials in Scotland. 

 

Benchmark wrote to the Cabinet Secretary for Rural Economy (Fergus Ewing) in a letter 

dated June 2019 thanking him for "your continued support for our work with the CleanTreat 

innovation to remove medicines from treatment water before it is discharged back into the 

environment". 

 

A Cabinet Briefing in September 2019 for a meeting in the Scottish Parliament between 

Fergus Ewing (as Cabinet Secretary for Rural Economy) and Benchmark stressed that 

Benchmark was invited "to ensure that such sustainable technologies, like CleanTreat, are not 

only developed in Scotland, but that Scotland is also an attractive place to trial such 

technologies".   

 

In terms of 'next steps' the Cabinet Briefing in September 2019 stated that: "Marine Scotland 

is facilitating a number of meetings with BAHL [Benchmark], regulators and advisers to 

ensure BAHL is clear on the next steps and regulators and advisers will continue to work 

with BAHL, to enable them to submit the required evidence and provide the required 

assurances to determine an application for a trial".   

 

"Benchmark were content with the meeting on 20th September and the information 

requirements made clear," continued the Cabinet Briefing in September 2019.  "Benchmark 

agreed to provide the required information by December which will allow a full application 

to be submitted to Marine Scotland." 

 

In late September 2019, Benchmark invited the Scottish Government, SEPA and the 

Veterinary Medicines Directorate to an 'urgent' visit of the CleanTreat wellboat (understood 

to be docked in Leith).  "This is the last opportunity ahead of any trials in the UK, as we have 

now completed our planned trials in Norway," wrote Benchmark in an email dated 24 

September 2019. 

 

FOI-19-02443 disclosed 11 PDF files including: 

 

#1: Letter from the SSPO to SEPA copied to Scottish Ministers  

 

SEPA was lobbied by the Scottish Salmon Producers Organisation (SSPO) to conduct field 

trials of CleanTreat in Scotland after being "trialled successfully in Norway": 

 

"You undertook to look again at the potential for trials of novel lice treatment methods and 

the barriers in the way of Scottish trials for the CleanTreat innovation which the developers 

believe has no environmental impact at sea," wrote the Chief Executive of the Scottish 

Salmon Producers Organisation to the Terry A'Hearn, Chief Executive of SEPA in May 

2019.  "The novel approach has been trialled in Norway successfully and now requires field 

trials in Scotland....We understand that there have been discussions with the company 

involved though no progress has been made to take forward trials in Scotland." 
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#5: Letter from the Cabinet Secretary for Rural Economy (Fergus Ewing) to the Head of 

CleanTreat (Neil Robertson) dated August 2019 stating that "Scotland is open for business" 

and that he is "keen to see early trials in Scotland" 
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#7: Redacted briefing for the Cabinet Secretary for Rural Economy (Fergus Ewing) for a 

meeting with Benchmark on 25 September 2019 in the Scottish Parliament "to discuss the 

potential trial of the technology in Scotland" 
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#10: Email in October 2019 from Marine Scotland referring to a "very informative" tour 

around the vessel and "the need for some written responses to SEPA" 
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#11: Emails dated September 2019 discussing an 'Urgent' opportunity to visit the CleanTreat 

wellboat (understood to be docked in Leith) - described as "the last opportunity ahead of any 

trials in the UK, as we have now completed our planned trials in Norway" 
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In November 2019, SEPA denied a FOI request (F0191091) concluding after a review in 

December 2019 that "SEPA considers that the release of the correspondence and 

documentation would cause substantial prejudice to the commercial undertaking and 

economic interest".  "It was confirmed that details of the specified treatment were not 

publicly available and that they were commercial in nature," explained SEPA on 13 

December 2019.  "Feedback had been sought from the third party who confirmed that 

disclosure of information would cause substantial prejudice to their commercial interest".   

 

However, SEPA's FOI refusal letter dated 11 November 2019 admitted that it had attended 

five meetings with Benchmark over the last year (9 October 2018; 11 April 2019; 30 May 

2019; 20 September 2019 and 30 September 2019).   

 

 
 

Fish Farmer reported in August 2019: "The team behind the Scottish invention CleanTreat, 

which won the much prized Aqua Nor Innovation Award this week, have held high level 

talks to facilitate trials of the system in Scotland" (reporting that Benchmark was 

"encouraged by discussions at Aqua Nor with [Fergus] Ewing and Graham Black, director of 

Marine Scotland").   

 

Documents disclosed to Scottish Salmon Watch by the Scottish Government via FOI-19-

01398  in July 2019 reveal that Benchmark lobbied the Cabinet Secretary for Rural Economy 

(Fergus Ewing) in September 2018 writing in an email that "we are now ready to apply for 

trials in Scotland for our CleanTreat system for salmon health" and "would like to brief you 

on these proposals".  

 

The FOI documents disclosed by the Scottish Government detail heavily redacted minutes of 

a meeting with Benchmark in October 2018 with a document citing "field trials in Scotland".   
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An email dated November 2018 referred to a request from Fergus Ewing (Cabinet Secretary 

for the Rural Economy) for information on CleanTreat stating that "the company wish to 

push forward with trials in Scotland (trials already happening in Norway) - and that Marine 

Harvest [redacted] as partner wants to get this off the ground as soon as possible.....progress 

with regulators was slow and that they wished to speed things up": 

 

 
 

 

https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/foi-eir-release/2019/07/foi-19-01398/documents/foi-19-01398-information-released-part1/foi-19-01398-information-released-part1/govscot%3Adocument/FOI-19-01398%2BInformation%2BReleased%2Bp
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/foi-eir-release/2019/07/foi-19-01398/documents/foi-19-01398-information-released-part1/foi-19-01398-information-released-part1/govscot:document/FOI-19-01398+Information+Released+p
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/foi-eir-release/2019/07/foi-19-01398/documents/foi-19-01398-information-released-part1/foi-19-01398-information-released-part1/govscot:document/FOI-19-01398+Information+Released+p
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/foi-eir-release/2019/07/foi-19-01398/documents/foi-19-01398-information-released-part1/foi-19-01398-information-released-part1/govscot:document/FOI-19-01398+Information+Released+p


A redacted email dated June 2019 to Marine Scotland attached a 'Confidential' document 

titled 'CleanTreat [redacted] Trials, Scotland 2019 Overview' (authored it appears by 

Benchmark's Animal Health Division in Edinburgh).   

 

 
 

 
 

https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/foi-eir-release/2019/07/foi-19-01398/documents/foi-19-01398-information-released-part1/foi-19-01398-information-released-part1/govscot%3Adocument/FOI-19-01398%2BInformation%2BReleased%2Bp
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/foi-eir-release/2019/07/foi-19-01398/documents/foi-19-01398-information-released-part1/foi-19-01398-information-released-part1/govscot:document/FOI-19-01398+Information+Released+p
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/foi-eir-release/2019/07/foi-19-01398/documents/foi-19-01398-information-released-part1/foi-19-01398-information-released-part1/govscot:document/FOI-19-01398+Information+Released+p


A redacted email from SEPA in April 2019 asked for "a visit to the existing vessel whilst 

operational" which would allow SEPA "to highlight any areas of concern early so that they 

could potentially be addressed/mitigated as part of the design process".  

 

 
 

Benchmark replied in April 2019 that "we are re-starting trials next week": 

 

 
 

Read more via CleanTreat FOI Disclosures by the Scottish Government to Scottish Salmon 

Watch  
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Secondly, if Imidacloprid has been already used by the salmon farming industry in Scotland, 

where has it been discharged and/or disposed of? 

Documents disclosed to Scottish Salmon Watch by the Scottish Government via FOI-19-

01398 in July 2019 included: 

A redacted email marked 'Sensitive' dated December 2018 referred to Fergus Ewing's 

meeting with Benchmark and "a discussion with Benchmark on the acceptability of their 

CleanTreat proposal where it might involve transport from site for remote discharge of 

effluent water" and "the work plan element where we're tasked at looking at 'discharge 

zones'". 

 

 

 

A redacted email in February 2019 from Marine Scotland referred to a meeting being 

arranged "with SEPA and policy officials".  It stressed the need for further information on the 

permits required for Benchmark's trials in Norway and "more detail on the proposed activity 

in the marine area (i.e. - what is proposed to be deposited in the sea"). 
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Notes from May 2018 referred to the prospect of using presently unlicensed chemicals "as the 

environmental impact is too great" via the CleanTreat system "as there would be no 

discharge".   

 

 
 

 

A redacted email dated December 2018 reports that Benchmark is aware that "discharges 

from wellboats need marine licences" (currently issued by Marine Scotland but soon to be 

moved to SEPA).   
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Benchmark claimed in 2018 that CleanTreat is "suitable for all currently available bath 

treatments used against sea lice, other than hydrogen peroxide" and "has been trialled with a 

number of sea lice treatments compounds including pyrethroids, deltamethrin, azamethiphos, 

and Benchmark’s new trial bath treatment".  It "uses a unique purification system to 

compound and solidify the chemicals used in the treatments" and "these solids can then be 

incinerated at one of the world’s three specialist processing plants for these operations," said 

John Marshall, head of Benchmark Animal Health.  "There are at least two new products it 

could bring to market and I think it could open the door to other products not yet considered – 

perhaps from other areas, depending on regulations," he said.  

 

 

Answers to the two questions outlined above would be much appreciated.   Scottish Salmon 

Watch is extremely concerned at the direction the salmon farming industry is headed, 

especially with the SSPO's attempts to exploit the Coronavirus crisis by exceeding maximum 

permitted biomass limits.  The palatability of Scottish salmon - to both consumers and 

investors - will surely be tested to the limit by the shocking revelation regarding the toxic 

neonicotinoid insecticide Imidacloprid.  It is even more alarming that both SEPA and the 

Scottish Government have acted to bury the bad news - something which Scottish Salmon 

Watch is seeking the Scottish Information Commissioner to overturn.    

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

 

Don Staniford 

 

Director, Scottish Salmon Watch  

 

Cc: 

Scottish Natural Heritage 

Scottish Green Party 

Scottish Environment LINK 
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