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The Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform Committee 

Green recovery 

Submission from Scottish Salmon Producers’ Organisation (SSPO) 

Do the principles of sustainable development (as set out in the annexe), and those for 
a resilient recovery, as proposed by the UK Committee on Climate Change, provide a 
comprehensive framework for guiding an effective green recovery in Scotland? 

Yes and the principles align very closely with our sector’s own principles and long-term goals. 
As a fundamental principle, we believe it means ensuring sustainability is at the heart of our 
approach to economic recovery and growth. It guides everything we do.  

The UN’s Sustainable Development Goals provide a strong framework. Our sector delivers 
on many of these Goals. By providing both jobs and healthy food sustainably, salmon farmers 
are already helping to meet a number of the UN’s stated objectives. Not least “Goal 14: Life 
Below Water” and the aim to “conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine 
resources”. That describes and defines what we do as a sector. We can build on these 
foundations as we emerge from the coronavirus crisis. The Scottish Salmon farming sector 
can also help deliver on the ambitious UK Government and Scottish Government climate 
change targets.  

What are the key barriers to delivering a green recovery (within your sector and / or 
community)? 

Outdated regulation: The current regulatory environment for salmon farming is not fit for 
purpose and all stakeholders agree with the ECCLR Committee that the status quo is not an 
option. It stifles sectoral growth and development. Fully sustainable growth of the sector can 
be achieved with a significant overhaul of the current regulatory system for salmon farming.  

Consequently, the sector has considered potential future frameworks in respect to a 
regulatory environment which would support sustainable growth. Progress and dialogue with 
government, officials and regulators will continue to achieve a solution which will overcome 
this challenge.  

Overly precautionary approach: Heavy use of the precautionary principle in Scotland 
together with high levels of regulatory risk aversion often results in missed opportunities for 
example the testing/piloting of new technologies and innovation within Scotland. Engineering 
and science already trialled and proven in other salmon farming jurisdictions meet with a high 
bar of re-trial in a Scottish context. This is a big barrier to inward investment and results in a 
less competitive cost of production in Scotland compared to other salmon farming 
jurisdictions.  

Restrictive infrastructure: The sector and its workforce, like much of rural Scotland, suffers 
from affordable housing shortages, inadequate transport infrastructure and poor broadband 
provision. There are numerous examples of salmon farming companies intervening 
themselves to address these shortcomings (by housebuilding for example) but they cannot 
deliver comprehensively on their own.  

A better, more reliable and solid road and ferry network is required with suitable capacity (and 
timetabling with regard to ferries) so that logistics procedures align efficiently, and fresh 
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salmon can be delivered to consumers as soon as possible after harvesting. The comparative 
lack of flight routes and associated infrastructure at Scottish airports restricts growth of the 
sector.  

What key policies, actions and immediate priorities are needed to deliver a green 
recovery (within your sector and / or community)? 

Regulatory reform: This is our key ask. Making salmon farming in Scotland more 
competitive with other major salmon farming jurisdictions is important to securing further 
investment in Scotland. It costs more to farm fish in Scotland than in Norway and some other 
farming countries, making attracting investment in Scotland more difficult than it could be. 
The Scottish salmon farming sector has long sought modernisation of the complex existing 
farming regulations. Covid-19, while presenting many challenges also presents opportunities 
for innovative sectors such as salmon farming. Now is an opportune moment for the Scottish 
Government and the sector to offer a real boost to farmers. We’d like to see recovery not to 
the “old-normal” but to a new, improved and greener normal where many of the learnings 
from Covid can be embedded in our ways of working going forward and we retain the best of 
the changes that have been thrust upon us.  

Marine farmers want a single regulatory decision maker and a holistic, democratic process 
for consenting new and extended salmon farm development, which fully operates to the 
principles of better regulation.  

More broadly, we wish to see a more innovative and positive approach and mindset, with a 
willingness to embrace change. Regulation should be outcome-focused, targeted and 
proportionate, based on sound science and evidence and work with, not against the 
regulated.   

More and accelerated investment in infrastructure: We wish to see more public 
investment into rural affordable housing, broadband, road and ferry infrastructure alongside 
the investments the farming sector continues to make. Direct flights for product to export 
markets are also needed to reduce haulage south.   

Scottish salmon farming is doing its bit to build and offer affordable and attractive 
accommodation in rural areas and cement communities for the long term (for example on 
Eday and on Skye). To help further, the Scottish Government should look to embark upon a 
major, proactive rural house building programme. This would not only help secure workers 
for key jobs (like those in salmon farming) but also stimulate rural economies and re-balance 
the country’s population, away from urban centres to rural Scotland. 
 
There is a similar issue with broadband provision. Our members have been active in providing 
broadband to the communities (e.g. on the Knoydart peninsular) they operate in and they will 
continue to do so. But government help and collaboration with our member companies could 
deliver this faster and more efficiently, helping secure the infrastructure which will be needed 
if the shift from urban to rural is to be sustained. 

The opportunity to make use of better airport and port capacity and infrastructure in Scotland 
would also assist the sector further in delivering these positive objectives. Chilled 
warehousing at Prestwick and Glasgow airports, and clear routes to market from Scotland to 
the US and the Far East would make a positive difference to our sector. It would result in a 
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greener alternative to current road haulage options with shorter freight journeys on the road 
and more efficient delivery of product.  

How should the 2021/22 Budget support a green and sustainable recovery and avoid 
locking in carbon; and what funding is needed in the ECCLR portfolio to deliver a green 
and sustainable recovery? 

It should focus on policy options which are the most easily and quickly achieved and have 
the biggest positive impact on jobs and livelihoods but also designed and delivered with the 
future in mind. This is especially true of impacts on young people in the workforce and those 
just coming out of education who have been particularly badly affected in terms of 
employment and opportunities by COVID-19. The Scottish salmon farming sector is well-
positioned to invest (in partnership with Government) to positive effect on these fronts. 

Specific projects related to sectoral development, such as the creation of a bespoke research 
facility which would allow trials, pilots and sector education, would unlock further potential 
skills and innovation within Scotland. 

The budget should also include significant funding for infrastructure improvements across 
Scotland and especially rural areas, particularly in the Highlands & Islands if Scotland is to 
keep pace with other developed nations trading globally. There should be increased 
investments in transport, superfast broadband and affordable, sustainably built housing.  

Companies in the sector will continue to play their part in investing in these areas.  

Funding options and appraisals should be set aside for increasing airport capacity at Scottish 
airports to take freight traffic off the road and allow more efficient trade and access.  

Island ferry capacity must match future forecasted demand. A low-cost improvement would 
be to ferry timetabling and routing and ensuring sufficient notice to changes for ferry users. If 
ferry timetables are amended without consultation there can be unintended impacts if 
consignments of fresh salmon are subsequently delayed and this can have disproportionate 
impacts on shelf-life; this issue needs to be addressed as a matter of priority.  

General response 

Over 190,000 tonnes of Scottish salmon were farmed around the west coast and Islands of 
Scotland last year. Of this, half was exported, making Scottish salmon the largest food export 
from the UK valued at £625 million. The Scottish Salmon Producers Organisation (SSPO) 
represents Scottish salmon farmers accounting for 100% of all Atlantic salmon farmed in the 
UK. Scotland is the third largest producer of Atlantic salmon. the sector directly employs over 
2,300 people around Scotland in rural and remote locations.  

Salmon farming in Scotland has huge growth potential. Both local investors and inward 
investors see this potential – we have a good climate and biology for fish farming, and we are 
close to major seafood markets with an enormous appetite for fresh salmon. Significant 
investments are being made in salmon farming infrastructure and jobs presently by the 
sector. The Scottish Government is looking for a green recovery, a wellbeing recovery, and 
a sustainable revolution that will lead to a low-carbon future. It wants an economic future 
based on inclusive growth. Our sector can deliver this. Moreover, it can lead it. 
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The sector is a leading provider of healthy food. Salmon is one of the healthiest, most 
nutritious proteins on the planet and is packed full of Omega 3. It is also a low-fat product 
and provides a fantastic source of vitamin D. Seafood is regularly hailed as the answer to 
both environmental and public health challenges and presents huge potential for a 
sustainable and transparent seafood industry. The main conclusion from a key report 
discussed at the UN last autumn was that if wild fisheries and aquaculture are managed in a 
sustainable way, the oceans could provide over six times more food than it does today. This 
represents more than two thirds of the world’s future protein needs, and with a much lower 
carbon footprint than many other foods. Sustainable marine aquaculture – was highlighted 
as the area with the most potential for growth. Scotland is perfectly poised to make a far 
bigger impact on protein production from the sea – our climate is right, our environment is 
right and we have skills and an infrastructure that has grown over the past 40 years or so to 
help boost the industry to the next level.  

The Scottish salmon farming sector has responded quickly and responsibly to the coronavirus 
crisis. The sector has played a critical role in maintaining UK food security and supplying the 
domestic retail sector with a consistent supply of fresh produce throughout. It has done this 
while food service markets have collapsed at home and abroad, and exports have been 
severely hampered. With tourism suffering massively through the Covid crisis, our farms have 
provided an economic lifeline for dozens of small rural communities, providing employment, 
money and community. 

The sector has adapted in many areas in order to navigate challenges of COVID-19 (and 
continues to manage them) and is well positioned to recover over time as markets improve. 
And the sector is well placed to be at the forefront of Scotland’s green (and blue) recovery 
from Covid. The farmed salmon sector has the potential to become a cornerstone of the new 
green/blue economy - based in rural Scotland, taking advantage of the new emphasis on 
health and healthy eating and helping the balance of payments by exporting substantial 
amounts of Scottish produce abroad. 

Farmed salmon has a strong environmental story to tell. It has the lowest carbon footprint of 
any similar, farmed livestock production, we have the lowest water usage and the best feed 
to meat conversion rate. Aquaculture has also been identified by the UN as the key to feeding 
the world’s growing population in the future: saving the wild species by farming the sea. It 
increasingly uses renewable energy for various operations and is making strides in recycling 
and reducing waste. Farmed salmon has minimal wasted by-products as all parts of the fish 
have uses and commercial value. The footprint of Scottish salmon farm pens is 168 hectares, 
approximately half the area of Edinburgh airport and less than 0.003 per cent of Scottish 
territorial waters. Our farming operations ensure that we retain high environmental quality - 
essential for our salmon to thrive in. Farming at sea is not without its challenges and we 
continue to seek solutions to the climate change effects we experience at sea.   

Use of hub airports and commercial passenger flights for delivery to long haul destinations 
means our exporting processes are as environmentally friendly and energy efficient as they 
can possibly be. Put simply, the sector is an ally in the battle to manage and mitigate man-
made climate change.  

Salmon farming is also a highly innovative sector. There are remarkable developments, 
scientific advancements and investment in the future all through the Scottish and, indeed, 
global salmon supply chain. From technology to improve traceability to developments in 
improving health characteristics to innovations to improve the sustainability of fish feed 
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composition, the sector is continuously pushing the boundaries of scientific and technological 
advancement in sustainable food production. It works extensively with the public sector, 
private sector and academia to generate value and raise production standards.  

With strong and forthright government support, Scottish salmon farming can be at the 
forefront of the recovery leading the way in the promotion of healthy, low-fat protein and 
promoting environmentally sustainable food production at the same time. There could also 
be a role for government in helping source locally produced healthy food, like salmon, for the 
public sector: schools, hospitals, care homes and prisons. There is a lot of potential here 
which is, as yet, unfulfilled. Our sector is well-placed to lead a healthy eating revolution in 
Scotland and the rest of the UK.  

Scottish farmed salmon can be the catalyst for change, both locally in terms of housing, 
broadband and protecting economically vulnerable rural communities, and in driving 
significant export sales. Help, support and a cooperative spirit from Scotland’s authorities, 
institutions, lawmakers and decision-makers to accelerate that progress is needed more than 
ever. Working together, we can lead Scotland to a genuinely inclusive green recovery.  

The Scottish salmon farming sector relishes the opportunity.  


