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Introduction 

Towards the end of 2018, the Rural Economy and Connectivity Committee 
(RECC) of the Scottish Parliament produced a report on salmon farming. The 
report made it clear that the “status quo” was no longer an option and that 
change was needed.  

The Scottish farmed salmon sector agrees and is working hard with the 
Scottish government and regulators to create a better environment for 
sustainable growth. The sector itself has responded by making a series of 
significant changes, to ensure that growth and sustainability can go hand in 
hand.  

The SSPO represents the salmon farming community across Scotland. In 2018 the sector directly employed over 
2,300  people, providing over £86 million in salaries and £365 million in Gross Value Added (GVA) to the economy. Scottish 
salmon is the UK shoppers favourite fish and it is Scotland and the UK’s number one food export, enjoyed in around 56 
countries worldwide.  

This briefing sets out what the sector has done in the last 12 months and the measures established which will result in 
further changes in the future. For example the Scottish Salmon Producers Organisation led the introduction of faster 
reporting of information in sae lice and fish survival on farms and initiated closer working with wild salmonid interests. 

As a direct result of these efforts, Scotland is now leading the world in the reporting of salmon survival data and in the 
sustained management of sea lice.  

On fish health and welfare, the salmon farming sector and the SSPO have been key players in the collaborative Farmed 
Fish Health Framework initiative with the Scottish Government.  

The SSPO has collated information on the wrasse fishery and it will publish it before the end of 2019. The SSPO has been 
working with non-governmental bodies and others to make sure the evidence behind any future regulation of cleaner fish is 
as well-informed as possible.  

A step change in sea lice management sees levels at lowest for six years 

A major step forward in the management of sea lice on 
salmon farms has seen the spend on medicinal treatments 
reduce by 47 per cent in the last three years, while the sector 
achieved its lowest average sea lice levels in 2018 since 
reporting began in 2013 and down 50 per cent on 2017 
levels. 

Sea lice management measures on Scottish farms have 
been driven by pursuing prevention over cure. The change in 
approach has shifted away from medicines to a range of 
other measures, including cleaner fish and freshwater 
treatments.  

Investment in cleaner fish and physical treatments to remove 
lice has risen to around £53.5M over the past three years. 
Salmon farmers’ spend on medicinal treatments has dropped 
by 47 per cent to £9.7M, representing 15.4 per cent of total 
fish health management costs.  

Working with wild salmonid interests  

One of the key requests made by MSPs on the RECC was for closer co-operation and collaboration between salmon 
farmers and salmon anglers. 

The committee looked into possible links between salmon farms and declining wild salmon stocks and while the MSPs 
concluded there was “a lack of definitive scientific evidence” on the potential effects of salmon farms on wild salmon and sea 
trout, they wanted the two sectors to work more closely together. 

With this in mind, the farmed salmon sector has been working with the angling community to find ways to improve habitats 
and fund research into the reasons for the decline of Scottish wild salmon stocks. 

These discussions have been productive and fruitful, not just fulfilling the wishes of the MSPs on the committee, but opening 
up the prospect of significant new investment into research into the decline of wild salmonid stocks. The SSPO hopes to be 
in a position to announce the results of these discussions early in 2020.  

Figure 1: farmer focus has shifted to increase investment on prevention rather 

than cure. Spend on medicines has reduced while other investment has grown. 



Figure 3: SEPA CAS compliance at a record high 

in 2018 – 8 percentage points higher than 2017 
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Voluntary reduction of enforcement trigger 
level for sea lice 

To improve on farming practice, the SSPO asked Fergus 
Ewing, Cabinet Secretary for Rural Economy, to call on 
Marine Scotland to reduce the enforcement trigger level for 
sea lice from eight to six and the reporting threshold from 
three to two adult, female lice. The SSPO recommends a 
further tightening of the enforcement trigger level to four 
from February 2020. 

New sea lice management strategies 

The long-term investment and collaboration between 
salmon farming companies, academics, researchers and 
scientists has shown that the sector is able to counter the 
challenges it faces. New management strategies now 
include growing smolts to a larger size before they go to 
sea and the use of shielding skirts that limit lice coming into 
contact with salmon. 

Wrasse fishery data reporting 

To help reduce medicine use, farmers use cleaner fish to 
swim among the salmon to pick off naturally occurring lice.  

The MSPs on the committee looked closely at the issue of 
cleanerfish, particularly the way wild wrasse are caught 
and used by the farmed salmon sector. 

The SSPO has now collated and prepared catch 
information on wild wrasse in Scottish waters. The SSPO 
has given the Scottish government a commitment that the 
first annual returns for 2018 will be published by the end of 
2019. 

This tranche of information will provide the first public 
details of the wrasse caught and kept for use by the farmed 
salmon sector, as well as the large numbers (big and 
small) returned to their local inshore marine environments, 
to help ensure the fishery remains sustainable. 

 

Faster reporting of sea lice and mortalities on Scottish farms 

From the start of 2019 the SSPO launched the swifter 
reporting of sea lice and survival figures. Rather than being 
published with a three-month delay, the SSPO membership 
committed to even greater transparency to publish data on a 
farm by farm basis after either one month or two. 

This reporting of salmon survival data and the sustained 
management of sea lice demonstrates the sector’s 
willingness to be open about its operations and standards of 
fish health and welfare.  

Sustained survival rate on farms 

Salmon survival on farms is reported monthly.  While all 
farming has challenges, the survival rate of fish on farms 
remains high at around 99 per cent per month. 

Figure 2:  sea lice levels on farms at their lowest since detailed reporting 

began in 2013 

The sector has achieved its best environmental performance, according 
to statistics collected for SEPA’s Compliance Assessment Scheme 
(CAS).  Figures collated for 2018 showed 87 per cent of sites achieving 
“excellent” or “good” status.    

SSPO assessed the performance of 296 Scottish salmon sites. The 
assessment showed that compared to 2017, there was a 33 per cent 
increase in the number of sites achieving an “excellent” rating and a 12 
per cent increase achieving “good”.  The number of non-compliant sites 
dropped by 32 per cent to total 38. 

Best ever environmental performance in SEPA CAS scores 


