
Media Backgrounder (January 2013):   
 

Formalin - Scottish Salmon’s Toxic Solution 
 
Summary: 
Data obtained by FishyLeaks via Freedom of Information reveals that the Scottish 
Government sanctioned the discharge of 1,400 litres of the carcinogenic chemical Formalin 
into a Special Area of Conservation (Loch Roag on the Isle of Lewis in the Outer Hebrides) 
against the advice of the Scottish Environment Protection Agency.  The Global Alliance 
Against Industrial Aquaculture (GAAIA) has now filed a complaint with the European 
Commission for breach of the Habitats Directive and illegal use of carcinogenic chemicals.  
 
“I’d rather eat one of Damien Hirst’s pickled sharks than chemically embalmed Scottish 
salmon,” said Don Staniford of the Global Alliance Against Industrial Aquaculture.   
 

 
 
“The Scottish Government is clearly in a bit of pickle.  The FOI documents show that the 
Scottish Salmon Company, aided and abetted by Marine Scotland, went rogue in Loch Roag.  
GAAIA is now demanding that the European Commission take swift action against the 
Scottish Government for speeding up the illegal discharge of toxic chemicals into a Special 
Area of Conservation.  Cheap and nasty Scottish farmed salmon is the black sheep of the 
family and should be avoided like the plague.”  
 

 
 
Read the EC complaint in full via “Pickled Scottish Salmon, Anyone?”  
 
The FOI reply from the Scottish Government dated 23 November 2012 detailed 190 pages of 
documents – read in full online here (same file online here as well).  GAAIA has now filed 
further FOIs requesting information on Formalin use on Scottish Salmon farms.  For more 
background please see GAAIA’s website via “Gill Diseases” and “Scotland’s Secrets”.   
 

http://salmonfarmingkills.com/fishyleaks
http://salmonfarmingkills.com/
http://salmonfarmingkills.com/
http://salmonfarmingkills.com/press-releases
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/0040/00408858.pdf
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/formalin-foi-reply-nov-2012.pdf
http://salmonfarmingkills.com/gill-diseases
http://salmonfarmingkills.com/scotlands-secrets
http://www.damienhirst.com/death-explained
http://www.damienhirst.com/black-sheep


Formalin is Carcinogenic: 
Formalin is a highly toxic water-based solution of the carcinogenic chemical Formaldehyde 
which is used as a preservative for biological specimens.  The artist Damien Hirst has 
famously pickled sharks, sheep and cows in Formaldehyde.    
 

 
 
According to the National Cancer Institute, formaldehyde has been classified as a known 
human carcinogen (cancer-causing substance) by the International Agency for Research on 
Cancer and as a probable human carcinogen by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency.  
Research studies of workers exposed to formaldehyde have suggested an association between 
formaldehyde exposure and several cancers, including nasopharyngeal cancer and leukemia.  
Formaldehyde is also a component of cigarette smoke - read more via the U.S. EPA’s 
“Toxicity and Exposure Assessment for Children’s Health” report online here.   
 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Formaldehyde
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Damien_Hirst
http://www.cancer.gov/cancertopics/factsheet/Risk/formaldehyde
http://www.epa.gov/teach/chem_summ/Formaldehyde_summary.pdf


 
“Toxic By Inhalation” Warns the ‘Safety Data Sheet’:   
The FOI documents detail a ‘Safety Data Sheet’ for Formalin (formaldehyde solution) 
warning that it is a “toxic” and there is a “danger of very serious irreversible effects”:  
 

 
 
 



Chemical Giant Merck Classifies Formaldehyde as a “Hazardous Ingredient” and a 
“Carcinogen”:   
 

 



 
 
The Merck ‘Safety Data Sheet’ also warns that the product is “caustic even in diluted form” 
and states: “do not allow to enter drinking water supplies, waste water, or soil!”:   
 

 
 
 
 



1,400 Litres of Carcinogenic Chemical Discharged into Loch Roag:  
The ‘Discharge Vessel Log of Operations’ included fourteen discharges of 100 litres of 
Formalin from the Viktoria Viking wellboat into Loch Roag between 6 and 8 November 
2011: 

 
 

 



 
 
Overdue Discharge Log for Report to OSPAR:  
 

 
 
Licence to Pollute by Marine Scotland:  
Marine Scotland granted the Scottish Salmon Company a “licence for discharging of used 
chemicals from wellboats” valid from the 7 November to 5 December 2011:   
 



 
 

The licence permitted the discharge of a total volume of 1600 litres of Formalin in 16 
separate discharges of 100 litres:   
 



 
 

Under ‘Conditions’ the licence specified: 
 

 
 
Under ‘Notes’ the licence stated that “the issue of the licence does not absolve the licensee 
from obtaining such authorisation, consents etc which may be required by any other 
legislation”: 
 



 
 
 
Marine Scotland also wrote to the Scottish Salmon Company: 
 



 
 
Formalin is so toxic that Marine Scotland advised staff to stay inside the wheelhouse of 
the wellboat during use: 
 



 
 
 
Secret Scotland:  
The Scottish Government has attempted to hide the full truth about the illegal use of Formalin 
on salmon farms.  In a letter dated 27 November 2012 (in reply to a FOI on Formalin use on 
Scottish salmon farms), the Scottish Environment Protection Agency (SEPA) denied 
possessing any information on Formalin use.  SEPA failed to disclose any documents - 
despite another FOI reply from Marine Scotland including documents from SEPA – and 
instead passed the buck onto Marine Scotland: 
 

 

 
 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/0040/00408858.pdf


In January 2013, GAAIA asked that SEPA conduct a review of their response on the 
Formalin FOI and also filed a new FOI with the Scottish Government for further 
documentation.     
 
By contrast, the Scottish Government’s FOI reply dated 23 November 2012 detailed 190 
pages of documents – read in full online here (same file online here as well). 
 
Formalin Discharges into a ‘Special Area of Conservation’:  
The FOI data included reference to Formalin use in Loch Roag by the Scottish Salmon 
Company in November 2011 - Loch Roag Lagoons and Tràigh na Berie are both classified as 
a Special Area of Conservation (SAC) protected by the European Commission via the 
Habitats Directive.   
 

 
 
The Fish Vet Group’s report on Formalin use in Loch Roag stated that “the treatment 
certainly appears to have been successful”:  
 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/0040/00408858.pdf
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/formalin-foi-reply-nov-2012.pdf
http://jncc.defra.gov.uk/protectedsites/sacselection/sac.asp?EUCode=UK0017074
http://jncc.defra.gov.uk/protectedsites/sacselection/sac.asp?EUCode=UK0030340
http://jncc.defra.gov.uk/page-23


 
 

 
 
Illegal Use of Formalin?:  
The Scottish Salmon Company may not have had a proper licence to discharge Formalin.   
 

 
 



It seems that some discharges licenses may have been granted AFTER the event (although 
from the FOI – which have been blackened out – it is difficult to know for sure): 
 

 
 
 
Another email from the Scottish Environment Protection Agency (sent AFTER the use of 
Formalin in Loch Roag) stated that “we are some way from being able to licence these 
discharges”: 
 

 



 
 
 
In December 2011, three weeks AFTER the use of Formalin in Loch Roag, the UK’s 
Veterinary Medicines Directorate advised the Scottish Government that “Formalin is not an 
authorised veterinary medicinal product in the UK” and that “as Formalin is not an authorised 
product then we have no information on its fate or effects in the environment and no 
‘position’ regarding its use from an environmental perspective.” 
 

 
 
VMD concluded their advice by advising the Scottish Government to contact SEPA:  
 

 
 



The request for advice from the VMD occurred AFTER Marine Scotland sanctioned the use 
of Formalin in Loch Roag (i.e. the use of Formalin took place AGAINST the advice of SEPA 
and WITHOUT even contacting the VMD!): 
 

 
 
Rogue Discharges of Formalin in Loch Roag: 

 



Cover-Up by Marine Scotland of Unlicensed Use of Formalin:  
Marine Scotland was concerned “to nip in the bud” suggestions that the use of Formalin was 
“against SEPA advice”: 

 
 
However, the ‘Best Practicable Environmental Option’ Assessment from Marine Scotland 
(October 2011) admitted that SEPA did NOT permit the use of Formalin:  
 

 
 
Even the Fish Vet Group (acting on behalf of the Scottish Salmon Company) acknowledged 
in October 2011 that the Formalin was “not presently licensed for use”:  
 

 



 
Marine Scotland knew in mid-October 2011 (prior to sanctioning the use of Formalin in Loch 
Roag) that SEPA had conducted “no modelling” and were not sure Formalin was a VMD 
authorized medince:   
 

 
 
However, Marine Scotland sought to cover up the illegal and unauthorized use of Formalin in 
Loch Roag by requesting documentation from the Scottish Salmon Company AFTER the 
event: 
 

 
 



 
Marine Scotland also reached out to the VMD and SEPA the week AFTER the use of 
Formalin in Loch Roag:  
 

 
 
Further “Emergency” Formalin Use?:  
Following the use of Formalin in Loch Roag in November 2011, further applications were 
received regarding the use of Formalin.  Marine Scotland admitted that “more information 
than an EQS is required before a licensing mechanism can be put in place”: 
 

 
 
The “emergency” application detailed above for Formalin use in a well-boat related to 
discharges in Scallastle Bay on the Isle of Mull by Scottish Sea Farms (a site described as in 
“immediate danger”): 
 



 
 

 
 
Marine Scotland admitted that “its effects in the marine environment have not been 
modelled”:  
 



 
 
Reservations from SEPA:  
It seems clear that the use of Formalin took place without the proper approval of SEPA and 
with “reservations” about the high environmental risk: 
 

 
 
Formalin Use “Against SEPA Advice”:  
Despite such high environmental risks, Marine Scotland staff assisted the Scottish Salmon 
Company in an “URGENT HELP REQUEST” to speed up the use of Formalin in Loch Roag 
SAC – with Robin Weatherston informing the Scottish Salmon Company’s CEO Stewart 
McLelland that “credit” lay with Michael Bland and Jim McKie of the Marine Laboratory:   
 



 
 
An email, understood to be from the Scottish Salmon Company’s CEO Stewart McLelland, 
referred to the use of Formalin in Loch Roag with the approval of Marine Scotland but 
“against SEPA advice”.  The CEO of the Scottish Salmon Company also thanked Marine 
Scotland for speeding up the process.  “I will still need to follow through process and 
procedures but will do so at a later date,” said the Scottish Salmon Company CEO appearing 
to suggest that not all the paperwork and proper approvals had been in place prior to the use 
of Formalin:  
 

 
 
The Scottish Salmon Company’s CEO contacted the Scottish Government in late October 
2011 asking for assistance in “fast tracking” an application to use Formalin “within the next 
24 hours” – rather like a desperate contestant phones a friend on ‘Who Wants to Be a 
Millionaire?’:  
 



 

 
 

 



 
Marine Scotland also pointed out to the Scottish Salmon Company:   
 

 
 
 
This followed a last-minute request from the Scottish Salmon Company to change the terms 
of any proper license (if they even had one at the time of Formalin use): 
 

 
 
Marine Scotland pointed out that they wanted to be aboard the well-boat when the first 
discharges of Formalin into Loch Roag took place: 
 



 
 
“Urgent” licence application fast-tracked in a week not 8 weeks: 
Marine Scotland rushed through the Scottish Salmon Company’s licence to discharge 
Formalin in Loch Roag in a week instead of the period of “at least 8 weeks” that is “normally 
required to process the application”:  
 

 
 



 
 



 
 
Lobbying from the Scottish Salmon Company’s CEO Stewart McLelland:  
Other documents detail emails from the Scottish Salmon Company’s CEO Stewart 
McLelland lobbying Marine Scotland to fast-track the use of Formalin. 
 



 
 
The original email from the Scottish Salmon Company’s CEO was not  

 
 
The Fish Vet Group lobbied for the use of Formalin on behalf of the Scottish Salmon 
Company: 
 



  



 

 
 



The Fish Vet Group referred to “anecdotal accounts that Formalin is used in Norwegian 
outbreaks of AGD”: 
 

 

 
 
Pickling Procedures in Loch Roag:  
A briefing report on Marine Scotland’s visit to a Formalin treatment by the Scottish Salmon 
Company in Loch Roag in November 2011 includes: 
 



 

 



 
 
Marine Scotland conducted a ‘Best Practicable Enviromnental Option’ (BPEO) 
Assessment for Formalin discharges into Loch Roag (October 2011): 
 



 



 
 
SEPA did NOT authorize the discharge of Formalin in Loch Roag: 
The BPEO Assessment admitted that SEPA did NOT permit the use of Formalin:  
 

 
 

 
 
Marine Scotland admitted that they did NOT consult with third parties: 



 

 
 
Marine Scotland admitted that no modelling had been conducted:  
 

 
 
Discussions between Marine Scotland and SEPA started with a “beffuddled 
conversation” and calculations “on the back on an envelope”: 
 

 



 
 
Marine Scotland admitted to having “no idea” when asked by the Fish Vet Group 
(acting on behalf of the Scottish Salmon Company) for feedback on the use of Formalin:  
 

 
 
 



 
 



 
 
Marine Scotland’s formal consultation was “extremely short” (48 hours):  
 



 
 
SEPA concluded that Formalin use in Loch Roag “is likely to result in significant short 
term impact” and “may prove toxic to marine ecology” for 6 hours:  
 



 

 
 
 



Scottish Natural Heritage stated that “it is clear there is potential for significant 
toxicological impacts on marine life of Loch Roag”: 
 

 



 
 
The Scottish Salmon Company failed to detail any consultation with conservation 
bodies despite admitting in their application that discharges took place within a SAC 
and a National Scenic Area: 
 

 
 
The Scottish Salmon Company’s Lamlash Bay site on the Isle of Arran was “too 
compromised to survive a Formalin treatment”:   
 



 
 
Another email exchange stated that “it is too late for those fish on the Lamlash site”:  
 

 
 
 
Marine Scotland refused an application for Formalin use in Lamlash Bay, Isle of Arran 
in October 2011 because “its use in the marine environment has not been modelled”: 
 



  
 
Marine Scotland also reported in a letter: 
 



 
 
Marine Scotland cleared the path for a “successful” application in Loch Roag: 
 



 
 
Precedent for Illegal Use of Formalin?:  
Marine Scotland voiced concerns that the “emergency” use of Formalin in Loch Roag would 
establish a precedent: 
 

 
 
 
Another email from Marine Scotland referred to “speedily” turning around a “one-off series 
of discharges of Formalin from a wellboat” in Loch Roag – and to “increasing pressure to 
repeat the licensing”:  



 

 
 
 
Scottish Sea Farms Use of Formalin?:  
At around the same time as the use of Formalin by the Scottish Salmon Company, Scottish 
Sea Farms also contacted Marine Scotland: 

 
 



 
 
 
Flood of Formalin Applications in 2012: 
In January 2012, there were further applications to use Formalin at salmon farms in North 
Moine and Bheachan (sites believed to be operated by Lakeland Marine/Meridian Salmon).   
 



 
 
Further Formalin Applications During Summer of 2012: 
In July 2012, the Scottish Government’s Marine Laboratory admitted that it was still 
“struggling to get advice” following further requests by the industry to use Formalin:  
 

 
 
 
Formalin Use Induces Memory Loss:  
As late as July 2012 (over six month AFTER the use of Formalin of in Loch Roag SAC), 
SEPA admitted that they “can’t remember where we left the possible marine standard for 
formaldehyde” (and joked that Google was their “font of all information”):  
 



 

 
 
SEPA was responding to Marine Scotland who had received “a few prospective enquiries 
about Formalin discharge post AGD treatment” which was “much earlier in the year than 
before”:   
 

 
 



Formalin As A Solution to Amoebic Gill Disease?: 
Data disclosed by Marine Scotland following a Freedom of Information request on Amoebic 
Gill Disease also included reference to the use of Formalin: 
 

 
 
The email – which has been blacked out by Marine Scotland – concludes by requesting to use 
Formalin: 
 

 
 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/marine/science/Publications/MSFOIEIrDisclosures


 
Another email refers to a salmon farmer wanting to use Formalin in July 2012 and that AGD 
“has reared its head again as a serious issue in Scottish salmon farms over the last few 
months”: 
 

 

 
 
Read the FOI documents on AGD in full online here  
 
 
 
Useful Documents:  
 
Read the press release in full via “Pickled Scottish Salmon, Anyone?”  
 
The FOI reply from the Scottish Government dated 23 November 2012 detailed 190 pages of 
documents – read in full online here (same file online here as well).  GAAIA has now filed 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/0040/00401663.pdf
http://salmonfarmingkills.com/press-releases
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/0040/00408858.pdf
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/formalin-foi-reply-nov-2012.pdf


further FOIs requesting information on Formalin use on Scottish Salmon farms – read more 
via FishyLeaks.   
 
For more details on Amoebic Gill Disease please read "Gill Diseases: Scottish Salmon's Dirty 
Big Secret" (November 2012)  
 
For more background please visit http://salmonfarmingkills.com/gill-diseases and 
http://salmonfarmingkills.com/scotlands-secrets   
 

 
 
For more food for thought on the toxic chemicals used on Scottish salmon farms please read: 
 
“Scottish Salmon’s Toxic Toilets Named & Shamed!” (GAAIA, 11 September 2012) 
 
“Media Backgrounder: Chemical Culture in Scotland” (GAAIA, September 2012) 
 
“Loch Duart: The Toxic Salmon Company” (GAAIA, September 2012) 
 
“Scottish fish farmers use record amounts of parasite pesticides” (The Guardian, 10 
September 2012)  
 

 
  

FishyLeaks, 20 January 2013  

http://salmonfarmingkills.com/fishyleaks
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/gill-diseases-dirty-big-secret-nov-2012.pdf
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/gill-diseases-dirty-big-secret-nov-2012.pdf
http://salmonfarmingkills.com/gill-diseases
http://salmonfarmingkills.com/scotlands-secrets
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/toxic-toilets-press-release-11-september.pdf
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/media-backgrounder-chemical-culture-in-scotland-2.pdf
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/chemical-use-2008-2011-loch-duart-from-sepa-1.pdf
http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2012/sep/10/scottish-fish-farmers-parasite-pesticide?intcmp=239
http://salmonfarmingkills.com/fishyleaks
http://salmonfarmingkills.com/smoke-water

