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           10 April 2023 

 

Breaches of Biosecurity & Mass Escapes at Salmon Farms   

 

Dear Scottish Ministers, 

 

In view of ongoing mass escapes and breaches of biosecurity from salmon farms across 

Scotland, what actions are Scottish Ministers taking to tackle the growing problem? 

 

In terms of mass escapes, $camon $cotland is particularly disturbed by the lack of action taken 

against Norwegian-owned giant Mowi for repeated poor maintenance, equipment failures and 

corporate negligence.   

 

Data published by Marine Scotland via ‘Scotland’s Aquaculture’ shows that Mowi has reported 

over 433,000 farmed fish escapees since 1999 with the following mass escapes due to equipment 

damage, net failures and human error: 

 

16 June 2022: Colonsay – 15,000 to 20,000 (Hole in Net) 

2 June 2022: Grey Horse Channel Outer (Greanem) – 32,463 (Equipment Damage) 

23 February 2021: Hellisay – 19,686 (Equipment Damage) 

20 August 2020: Eilean Grianain (Carradale) – 48,834 (Weather/Mooring Failure) 

17 January 2020: Colonsay – 73,684 (Weather/Pen Failure)  

14 October 2019: Hellisay – 23,970 (Equipment Damage/Net Failure) 

13 November 2018: Hellisay – 24,752 (Hole in Net) 

5 June 2015: Eilean Grianain (Carradale) – 16,000 (Hole in Net) 

29 June 2009: Marulaig Bay – 10,534 (Human Error) 

13 October 2008: Loch Duich – 7,424 (Hole in Net) 

25 July 2008: Ardmaddy – 5,500 (Hole in Net) 

29 November 2007: Isle Ewe – 23,805 (Unknown) 

8 January 2007: Seaforth – 11,900 (Hole in Net) 

12 August 2004: Arbhair – 10,000 (Equipment Damage) 

28 April 2003: Isle Ewe – 16,000 (Equipment Damage) 

20 March 2003: Aultbea – 11,476 (Hole in Net) 

http://aquaculture.scotland.gov.uk/data/fish_escapes.aspx
http://aquaculture.scotland.gov.uk/data/fish_escapes_record.aspx?escape_id=444
http://aquaculture.scotland.gov.uk/data/fish_escapes_record.aspx?escape_id=443
http://aquaculture.scotland.gov.uk/data/fish_escapes_record.aspx?escape_id=155
http://aquaculture.scotland.gov.uk/data/fish_escapes_record.aspx?escape_id=140
http://aquaculture.scotland.gov.uk/data/fish_escapes_record.aspx?escape_id=160
http://aquaculture.scotland.gov.uk/data/fish_escapes_record.aspx?escape_id=154
http://aquaculture.scotland.gov.uk/data/fish_escapes_record.aspx?escape_id=156
http://aquaculture.scotland.gov.uk/data/fish_escapes_record.aspx?escape_id=139
http://aquaculture.scotland.gov.uk/data/fish_escapes_record.aspx?escape_id=135
http://aquaculture.scotland.gov.uk/data/fish_escapes_record.aspx?escape_id=132
http://aquaculture.scotland.gov.uk/data/fish_escapes_record.aspx?escape_id=93
http://aquaculture.scotland.gov.uk/data/fish_escapes_record.aspx?escape_id=102
http://aquaculture.scotland.gov.uk/data/fish_escapes_record.aspx?escape_id=161
http://aquaculture.scotland.gov.uk/data/fish_escapes_record.aspx?escape_id=91
http://aquaculture.scotland.gov.uk/data/fish_escapes_record.aspx?escape_id=88
http://aquaculture.scotland.gov.uk/data/fish_escapes_record.aspx?escape_id=89


$camon $cotland notes from a recent Freedom of Information disclosure by the Scottish 

Government that in October 2022 ‘Holding Lines’ were prepared for the media in the wake of 

two mass escapes at Mowi salmon farms in June 2022; namely: 

 

 
 

Scottish Ministers were briefed by the Scottish Government in September 2022: 

 

 

 

https://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/foi-backgrounder-breaches-biosecurity-escapes-seals-nets-sg-disclosure-february-2023.pdf
https://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/foi-backgrounder-breaches-biosecurity-escapes-seals-nets-sg-disclosure-february-2023.pdf
https://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/mowi-colonsay-breaches-of-biosecurity.pdf
https://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/mowi-colonsay-breaches-of-biosecurity.pdf
https://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/mowi-colonsay-breaches-of-biosecurity.pdf
https://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/mowi-colonsay-breaches-of-biosecurity.pdf


 
 

The escapes data detailed above by the Scottish Government shows that 713,331 farmed fish 

escaped since 2012 at an average of 64,848 fish per year – leaving the Scottish Government’s 

goal of 100% containment dead in the water.   

 

Moreover, data published by the Scottish Government between 1998 and 2014 reveals that over 

3.4 million farmed fish escaped in Scotland with Mowi the worst offender (responsible for a 

quarter of all escape incidents): 

 
 

In other words, ca. 4 million farmed fish have escaped in Scotland since 1998 – with Mowi 

reporting over 433,000 escapees via 30+ incidents since 1999.   

 

https://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/mowi-colonsay-breaches-of-biosecurity.pdf
https://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/scottish-salmons-great-escape-pr-20-march-2014.pdf
https://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/mowi-colonsay-breaches-of-biosecurity.pdf
https://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/scottish-salmons-great-escape-pr-20-march-2014.pdf


Whilst Scottish Ministers pays lip service to 100% containment, other countries have taken 

action to stem the tide of mass escapes. 

 

Seafood Source reported in August 2020: “Chile’s Superintendency of the Environment, SMA, 

has levied a CLP 5.3 billion (USD 6.7 million, EUR 5.7 million) fine against Mowi for what the 

watchdog said was “irreparable environmental damage” resulting from the escape of more than 

690,000 Atlantic salmon from one of its farms in 2018….In its sanctioning procedure SMA cited 

outdated water current measurements at the Los Lagos region, Calbuco district center built in 

2017, failure to implement recommended moorings, and evidence of wear and tear of the nets 

and mooring lines to which the company did not respond, as cause for the fine.” 

 

Intrafish reported in May 2021: “Salmon farming giant Mowi has been fined NOK 3.7 million 

(€370,457/$450,732) by authorities in the Trondelag region of Norway for a March 2018 

incident that saw 54,000 fish escape.  Norwegian aquaculture equipment group Egersund Net 

was fined NOK 750,000 (€75,093/$91,365) for the same incident, the Norwegian Directorate of 

Fisheries said Friday.  Police officials in Trondelag issued the fines to the companies, citing 

violations of federal policies on escape prevention from aquaculture facilities.”  

 

So why has Mowi escaped prosecution and punishment in Scotland for repeated mass escapes 

due to equipment failures and net failures? 

 

The Scottish Parliament's Rural Economy & Connectivity Committee recommended in 

November 2018 that “appropriate sanctions should be developed and introduced in Scotland” in 

relation to escapes from salmon farms:  

 

https://www.seafoodsource.com/news/aquaculture/mowi-chile-hit-with-usd-7-million-fine-from-2018-salmon-escape
https://www.intrafish.com/salmon/mowi-fined-450-000-for-salmon-escape/2-1-1008122
https://digitalpublications.parliament.scot/Committees/Report/REC/2018/11/27/Salmon-farming-in-Scotland
https://digitalpublications.parliament.scot/Committees/Report/REC/2018/11/27/Salmon-farming-in-Scotland
https://digitalpublications.parliament.scot/Committees/Report/REC/2018/11/27/Salmon-farming-in-Scotland


Since the Scottish Parliament's Rural Economy & Connectivity Committee report in November 

2018, a staggering 332,948 farmed fish have been reported as escaping in Scotland (according to 

the briefing to Scottish Ministers in September 2022).   

 

How many more disease-ridden escapees will the Scottish Government allow to flood into 

Scotland (and even England’s) waterways before action is taken against Mowi and other repeat 

offenders? 

 
 

 

https://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/mowi-colonsay-breaches-of-biosecurity.pdf
https://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/mowi-colonsay-breaches-of-biosecurity.pdf
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-glasgow-west-54468027
https://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2020/08/fine-for-escape-rules-to-be-breached-by-mowi.html
https://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2020/08/fine-for-escape-rules-to-be-breached-by-mowi.html


$camon $cotland, to steal a ‘holding line’ from the Scottish Government, finds it incredibly 

“disappointing” that Scottish Ministers have failed to take action against Mowi for repeated 

corporate negligence in relation to escapes.   Scottish Ministers seem more interested in ‘holding 

lines’ than in holding the disease-ridden salmon farming industry to account.  

 

For decades, the Scottish Government has been aware of peer-reviewed science detailing the 

threat of an “extinction vortex” in wild salmon due to repeated mass escapes from salmon farms.  

The Royal Society of London reported twenty years ago in 2003: 

 

 

 

https://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2020/08/fine-for-escape-rules-to-be-breached-by-mowi.html
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rspb.2003.2520
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rspb.2003.2520
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rspb.2003.2520


New Scientist reported back in 2002:  

 

 The Daily Telegraph reported in 2006: 

 

https://www.newscientist.com/article/dn2548-scottish-salmon-in-extinction-vortex/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/1527484/Wild-salmon-put-at-risk-as-a-million-farmed-fish-escape.html
https://www.newscientist.com/article/dn2548-scottish-salmon-in-extinction-vortex/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/1527484/Wild-salmon-put-at-risk-as-a-million-farmed-fish-escape.html


The Sunday Times reported in March 2013: 

 

 

 

https://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2013/03/invasion-of-the-viking-salmon-hits-scotland-.html
https://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2013/03/invasion-of-the-viking-salmon-hits-scotland-.html
https://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2013/03/invasion-of-the-viking-salmon-hits-scotland-.html


The Sunday Times reported in March 2014: 

 

 

 

 

https://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2014/03/sunday-times-farm-escapes-make-stupid-wild-salmon.html
https://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2014/03/sunday-times-farm-escapes-make-stupid-wild-salmon.html
https://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2014/03/sunday-times-farm-escapes-make-stupid-wild-salmon.html
https://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2014/03/sunday-times-farm-escapes-make-stupid-wild-salmon.html


Salmon & Trout Conservation (WildFish) reported in October 2021: 

 

 
 

 

https://salmon-trout.org/2021/10/22/new-scottish-gov-study-damage-wild-salmon/
https://wildfish.org/latest-news/2021-10-22-new-scottish-gov-study-damage-wild-salmon/
https://wildfish.org/latest-news/2021-10-22-new-scottish-gov-study-damage-wild-salmon/


 

 
 

https://wildfish.org/latest-news/2021-10-22-new-scottish-gov-study-damage-wild-salmon/


Scottish Ministers will obviously have read the Scottish Government report online here 

 

 
 

 

The Scottish Government report included: 

 

 

 

https://data.marine.gov.scot/sites/default/files/Scottish%20Marine%20and%20Freshwater%20Science%20%28SMFS%29%20Vol%2012%20No%2012%20-%20A%20national%20assessment%20of%20the%20influence%20of%20farmed%20salmon%20escapes%20on%20the%20genetic%20integrity%20of
https://data.marine.gov.scot/sites/default/files/Scottish%20Marine%20and%20Freshwater%20Science%20%28SMFS%29%20Vol%2012%20No%2012%20-%20A%20national%20assessment%20of%20the%20influence%20of%20farmed%20salmon%20escapes%20on%20the%20genetic%20integrity%20of
https://data.marine.gov.scot/sites/default/files/Scottish%20Marine%20and%20Freshwater%20Science%20%28SMFS%29%20Vol%2012%20No%2012%20-%20A%20national%20assessment%20of%20the%20influence%20of%20farmed%20salmon%20escapes%20on%20the%20genetic%20integrity%20of
https://data.marine.gov.scot/sites/default/files/Scottish%20Marine%20and%20Freshwater%20Science%20%28SMFS%29%20Vol%2012%20No%2012%20-%20A%20national%20assessment%20of%20the%20influence%20of%20farmed%20salmon%20escapes%20on%20the%20genetic%20integrity%20of
https://data.marine.gov.scot/sites/default/files/Scottish%20Marine%20and%20Freshwater%20Science%20%28SMFS%29%20Vol%2012%20No%2012%20-%20A%20national%20assessment%20of%20the%20influence%20of%20farmed%20salmon%20escapes%20on%20the%20genetic%20integrity%20of


New Scientist reported in December 2021: 
 

 

 

 

https://www.newscientist.com/article/2302512-breeding-with-farmed-fish-is-changing-the-life-cycle-of-wild-salmon/
https://www.newscientist.com/article/2302512-breeding-with-farmed-fish-is-changing-the-life-cycle-of-wild-salmon/
https://www.newscientist.com/article/2302512-breeding-with-farmed-fish-is-changing-the-life-cycle-of-wild-salmon/
https://www.newscientist.com/article/2302512-breeding-with-farmed-fish-is-changing-the-life-cycle-of-wild-salmon/
https://www.newscientist.com/article/2302512-breeding-with-farmed-fish-is-changing-the-life-cycle-of-wild-salmon/


Read the scientific paper in full via Science Advances (22 December 2021):  

 

$camon $cotland cannot escape the conclusion that successive Scottish Ministers are guilty of 

government negligence in failing to take any action against Mowi for corporate negligence over 

repeated mass escapes.  Surely the Scottish Government’s failure to protect wild Atlantic salmon 

from mass escapes from disease-ridden salmon farms is a breach of wildlife laws?   

 

If Environmental Standards Scotland investigated the issue of mass escapes, $camon $cotland 

strongly believes that the Scottish Government will face the same consequences as their previous 

failures in relation to the illegal use of Acoustic Deterrent Devices on salmon farms.   

 

Finally, in addition to genetic pollution from farmed salmon escapees there are very real 

biosecurity risks posed to wild fish by the spread of infectious diseases, pathogens, viruses, 

bacteria and parasites via escapees.  $camon $cotland (Scottish Salmon Watch) has raised 

disease risks from salmon farming operations in previous letters to Scottish Ministers – in May 

2018 in relation to the spread of diseases, viruses and pathogens from salmon farms and 

processing plants; in August 2021 in relation to the spread of Infectious Salmon Anaemia and in 

November 2022 in relation to the spread of HSMI/PRV.    

 

Scottish Ministers must be aware that when 48,834 farmed salmon escaped from Mowi’s Eilean 

Grianain (Carradale) salmon farm in Kilbrannan Sound on 20 August 2020 the site was suffering 

from extensive disease problems.   In fact, a Fish Health Inspectorate visit on 28 August 2020 

reported “complex gill pathology and Amoebic Gill Disease” with Piscine Reovirus (PRV) 

“diagnosed but no clinical signs”.  PatoGen visited Mowi’s Eilean Grianain (Carradale) salmon 

farm on 11 August 2020 (nine days before the mass escape on 20 August 2020) and the farmed 

salmon tested “were positive for PRV-1”:    

https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/sciadv.abj3397
https://www.environmentalstandards.scot/about-us/
https://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2022/08/damning-report-blows-add-use-on-salmon-farms-out-of-the-water-marine-scotland-exposed-by-environment.html
https://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2022/08/damning-report-blows-add-use-on-salmon-farms-out-of-the-water-marine-scotland-exposed-by-environment.html
https://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/letter-to-cabinet-secretaries-re-lack-of-testing-of-effluents-7-may-2018-2.pdf
https://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/letter-to-cabinet-secretaries-re-lack-of-testing-of-effluents-7-may-2018-2.pdf
https://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/letter-to-cabinet-secretaries-re-lack-of-testing-of-effluents-7-may-2018-2.pdf
https://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/letter-to-scottish-ministers-re-isa-30-august-2021.pdf
https://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2022/11/letter-to-scottish-ministers-on-prvhsmi-prevalence-in-salmon-farms-hatcheries-processing-plants-in-s.html
https://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2022/11/letter-to-scottish-ministers-on-prvhsmi-prevalence-in-salmon-farms-hatcheries-processing-plants-in-s.html
http://aquaculture.scotland.gov.uk/data/fish_escapes_record.aspx?escape_id=140
http://aquaculture.scotland.gov.uk/data/fish_escapes_record.aspx?escape_id=140
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/transparency-data/2020/04/fish-health-inspectorate-case-information-2020/documents/august-2020/additional-case-20200344/additional-case-20200344/govscot%3Adocument/Additional%2Bcase%2B202
https://donstaniford.typepad.com/.a/6a016766faffa0970b0282e13ab4f4200b-pi


 
 

 

 

https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/transparency-data/2020/04/fish-health-inspectorate-case-information-2020/documents/august-2020/additional-case-20200344/additional-case-20200344/govscot%3Adocument/Additional%2Bcase%2B202
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/transparency-data/2020/04/fish-health-inspectorate-case-information-2020/documents/august-2020/additional-case-20200344/additional-case-20200344/govscot%3Adocument/Additional%2Bcase%2B202


Yet a Fish Health Inspectorate ‘Visit Report’ dated 9 September 2020 revealed that no samples 

of Mowi’s farmed salmon were taken for disease analysis as “the Inspector did not observe any 

clinical signs associated with the listed diseases”:   

 

 
 

 
 

In what world is it acceptable for a mass escape of 48,834 farmed salmon (which just days earlier 

tested positive for PRV-1 - a potentially deadly pathogen to both wild and farmed salmon; and 

which resulted from corporate negligence) to evade scrutiny or censure by the Scottish 

Government?   

 

$camon $cotland calls on Scottish Ministers to close the net on disease-ridden salmon farms – 

including fines for mass escapes and the testing of all salmon farms for ISA, HSMI, PRV, 

Pasteurella skyensis, Rickettsia, Salmon Gill Poxvirus and other deadly viruses, pathogens and 

diseases.  The operating licence for Mowi’s Colonsay salmon farm – which was controversially 

bankrolled after Mowi (then named Marine Harvest) bribed islanders to the tune of £50,000 – 

must surely be the first to be rescinded.    

 

$camon $cotland will also be writing the Aquaculture Stewardship Council demanding the 

cancellation of certification for Mowi’s Colonsay salmon farm due to repeated escapes.  The 

ASC ‘Salmon Standard’ published in September 2022 includes: 

https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/transparency-data/2020/04/fish-health-inspectorate-case-information-2020/documents/august-2020/additional-case-20200344/additional-case-20200344/govscot%3Adocument/Additional%2Bcase%2B202
https://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/prv-letter-to-scottish-ministers-28-february-2022.pdf
https://www.robedwards.com/2012/04/company-under-fire-for-fish-farm-island-bribes.html
https://www.robedwards.com/2012/04/company-under-fire-for-fish-farm-island-bribes.html
https://www.asc-aqua.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/ASC-Salmon-Standard-v1.4-Final.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/transparency-data/2020/04/fish-health-inspectorate-case-information-2020/documents/august-2020/additional-case-20200344/additional-case-20200344/govscot%3Adocument/Additional%2Bcase%2B202
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/transparency-data/2020/04/fish-health-inspectorate-case-information-2020/documents/august-2020/additional-case-20200344/additional-case-20200344/govscot%3Adocument/Additional%2Bcase%2B202


 

 

 
 

 

 
 

Since Mowi’s Colonsay salmon farm has reported six escape incidents since the site was 

established in 2015 – including 15,000 to 20,000 escapees in June 2022 and 73,684 escapees in 

January 2020 – it begs the question: how on earth is Mowi’s Colonsay salmon farm currently 

certified as ‘responsible’ by the ASC up to July 2025? 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

 

Don Staniford 

 

Director, $camon $cotland 

 

Cc: 

Scottish Greens 

Scottish Environment Protection Agency 

Nature Scotland 

Aquaculture Stewardship Council    
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https://www.asc-aqua.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/ASC-Salmon-Standard-v1.4-Final.pdf

