Comment
Editor Andrew Flitcroft welcomes the publication of scientific proof that
the survival of wild smolts is drastically affected by sea-lice from aquaculture
FEW YEARS ago a retired senior Scottish
Government fisheries scientist, when
asked the reason for the collapse of wild
salmon in the fish-farming heartlands of
western Scotland, echoed Bill Clinton's
election campaign slogan on the
importance of the economy and coined the phrase,
"It's sea-lice, stupid."
Of course sea-lice originating in salmon farms
ambush fragile wild salmon smolts as they migrate
towards the open ocean, causing often fatal damage.
The problem, because they disappear out to sea before
perishing (out of sight, out of mind), has been providing
incontrovertible proof. This has enabled the salmonfarming industry and government to trot out the tired
mantra that there is no evidence that lice from farms
are detrimental to migrating salmon. The impact on
juvenile sea-trout, which remain in coastal waters, is
easier to assess although in typically arrogant fashion
the Scottish Salmon Producers' Organisation view
them as unworthy of protection as they are simply
"a sub-group of brown trout".
However, a new paper "Impact of parasites
on salmon recruitment in the Northeast Atlantic
Ocean", just published in the prestigious scientific
journal Proceedings of the Royal Society B, may
be a game-changer. '
The study examines the raw data behind 24 trials
between 1996 and 2008 in ten areas ofIreland and
Norway in which some 283,000 wild salmon smolts
were individually tagged before they left their
respective rivers and migrated past salmon farms. In
each trial half the fish were treated chemically before
their release to protect them from sea-lice infection
during their first one to two months at sea. The
remainder in each trial were untreated control fish. A
proportion of each group were then recovered as adults
on their return to coastal waters.
By comparing the tags recaptured from both groups
in each trial, the researchers showed that "treatment of
smolts with parasiticide significantly improved their
survival to adulthood relative to control untreated
groups" - equivalent to "a 39 per cent loss in salmon
abundance" due to lice. Perhaps, given the numbers, it
is not surprising that the Irish authorities declined to
supply the raw data and it took an application to the
Supreme Court to force the issue.
A 39 per cent loss is highly significant and the study
represents the first truly compelling science to show

that wild salmon are indeed severely depleted by sea.lice from aquaculture. Years of the industry and the
Scottish Government saying there is no evidence now
need to end. They will, of course, foolishly try to dismiss
it but the evidence is so strong and the scientists in this
collaboration (from New Zealand, Canada, Ireland and
Norway as well as Professor Chris Todd of St Andrews
University) are no lightweights - rather they are some
of the most respected in their fields.
Publication in the Proceedings of the Royal Society B
really ups the ante as the scientific world knows just
how rigorous the science must be to be accepted (only
after painstaking peer review). The timing is pertinent,
prompting the Association of Salmon Fishery Boards
and the Rivers and Fisheries Trusts of Scotland to call
for the Scottish Parliament "to ensure that the new
Aquaculture and Fisheries Bill is amended to include
all the tools necessary to ensure that the salmonfarming industry is accountable and operates
transparently and in a manner that
safeguards wild salmonid fish."
Guy Linley-Adams, solicitor to the Salmon & Trout
Association Aquaculture Campaign, commented: "This
paper finally puts to bed any remaining arguments
about the impact of salmon farming on wild salmon
smolts. Fish farms can and do impact wild salmon
populations. What the Scottish Government must now
do is focus on immediately relocating those existing
fish farms currently situated in the mouths of wild
salmonid rivers. Ultimately; closed containment where there is a biological separation offarmed and
wild fish - will be the only safe method of farmed
salmon production. If the fish farmers now persist in
denying the science and refuse to act, then the focus
will inevitably turn to the twin battlegrounds of the law
courts and the supermarket shelves."

Sea-lice thrive on farms located in the migratory path of wild smolts.
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