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Scottish Environment LINK submission to CAR Licence application CAR/L/1010433 Marine Cage Farm 

Loch Duich

March 2017 
	Summary: The proposed expansion of this fish farm will greatly increase the levels of pollutants entering the Lochs Duich, Long and Alsh SAC and MPA. These are likely to have direct effects on the designated features- reefs in the case of the SAC and burrowed mud in the MPA. The existing farm has already breached Environmental Quality Standards for residues of Emamectin Benzoate and increasing the permitted size will exacerbate this problem. Furthermore, recent research suggests that this chemical has profound effects on invertebrate populations at considerable distances from fish farms and at levels below those measured by the EQS. It is therefore almost inevitable that the existing farm will have had adverse impacts on features of the SAC but this has not been detected because Site Condition Monitoring has not been carried out on reef features in Loch Duich. It will also affect the burrowed mud feature on the floor of Loch Duich. The deposition model used to predict the impact of pollutants from fish farms is not suitable for use on steep underwater topography of the type found at this site and the monitoring carried out by the applicant fails to take account of the potential for pollutants to travel down this slope. Increasing the numbers of fish in this site, coupled with the decreasing ability of Marine Harvest and other farming companies to control sea lice infestations, will inevitably lead to heightened loads of sea lice larvae in Loch Duich which will have detrimental effects on wild runs of salmon and sea trout in local rivers. Permission to expand this site should be refused and consideration should be given to rescinding the existing licence.



Introduction

Scottish Environment LINK is the forum for Scotland's voluntary environment community, with over 35 member bodies representing a broad spectrum of environmental interests with the common goal of contributing to a more environmentally sustainable society.

Its member bodies represent a wide community of environmental interest, sharing the common goal of contributing to a more sustainable society. LINK provides a forum for these organizations, enabling informed debate, assisting co-operation within the voluntary sector, and acting as a strong voice for the environment.

Acting at local, national and international levels, LINK aims to ensure that the environmental community participates in the development of policy and legislation affecting Scotland. 

LINK works mainly through groups of members working together on topics of mutual interest, exploring the issues and developing advocacy to promote sustainable development, respecting environmental limits.

LINK members welcome the opportunity to comment on this consultation. 
Scottish Environment LINK would like to object to the above CAR Licence application by Marine Harvest (Scotland) Ltd.
The farm site lies within the Lochs Duich, Long and Alsh SAC (designated for reefs) and the Lochs Duich, Long and Alsh MPA (designated for Flame shells and Burrowed Mud). A recent survey of Loch Duich confirmed that much of the floor of the loch contained an extensive and excellent example of burrowed mud habitat, heavily worked by burrowing crustaceans and supporting a dense population of tall seapens
.

Although a fish farm has been in operation at this site for several years, the proposal aims to nearly double the maximum permitted biomass to 2500t.

Information recently released by SEPA demonstrates that levels of toxins contained in sealice therapeutants in the sediments in Loch Duich have already breached Environmental Quality Standards. Levels of Emamectin Benzoate breached EQS in Loch Duich in 2012, 2014 and 2016. The chemical therapeutants are all toxic to invertebrates, in particular Flame shells (Priority Marine Feature) and crustaceans such as Nephrops norvegicus, the Norway Lobster, and Goneplax rhomboides, the mudrunner crab, both of which are crucial components of the burrowed mud habitat.  Recent research has shown that they have impacts far beyond the Allowable Zone of Effect. A study concluded that “the apparent sensitivity of non-target crustacea and the fact that major changes were found ... several hundred metres from the farm edge ... suggests that repeated, large-scale Emamectin Benzoate use may adversely affect crustacean populations at the scale of an entire sea-loch”
. 

Moreover, the PAMP-2 study pointed out that “toxic effects [of Emamectin Benzoate] occur at levels much lower than those that are currently detectable.” It is therefore inevitable that the damage to the benthos will have occurred long before EQS are breached. 

Available evidence therefore suggests: 

1) that EQS with respect to chemical therapeutants have already been exceeded in Loch Duich, 

2) that this is likely to have had detrimental effects at a population scale on benthic invertebrates, including Priority Marine Features, far beyond the AZE.

3) Problems with treating sea lice are getting worse throughout Scotland and the use of chemical therapeutants is accelerating.

As Marine Harvest has failed to prevent breaches of even the existing levels of EQS with the current size of farm, it would be risking reckless damage to features of the MPA and SAC by increasing the permitted size of farm, particularly in view of the increasing levels of sea lice infestation that fish farms are currently experiencing. Indeed, there is already sufficient evidence to suggest that the licence for the existing size of farm should be revoked in relation to discharge of Emamectin Benzoate. Further research is needed on the impact of other therapeutants, especially the organophosphate, Azamethiphos. 

Although condition of the reef features of the Lochs Duich Long and Alsh have recently been reassessed near the mouth of Loch Alsh1, there has been no attempt to study the reefs along the sides of Loch Duich. These impacts urgently need monitoring to confirm whether the Habitats Directive has already been breached as indicated by the PAMP-2 study. 

The farm site lies on an area of steeply sloping underwater topography, starting at around 20m and rapidly falling away to over 110m forming the classic profile of a fjordic sealoch. The rocky sides of this steep trench comprise areas of rocky reef (a feature of the SAC), while the floor is primarily burrowed mud, a priority marine feature of the MPA.  The model used for predicting the impact of organic enrichment and other pollutants on the sediment (AUTODEPOMOD) is not designed for use on sites of complex bathymetry (SEPA in litt. 13 May 2016) and therefore cannot predict the quantity of pollutants travelling under gravity to the bottom of the loch. The impact on the burrowed mud is therefore almost certainly underestimated. 

The sampling transects used by the applicant run parallel to the shoreline at a constant depth of about 30m (Figure 4 of Autodepomod modelling report). Given the inadequacy of the modelling and the unusually steep sloping topography, it is extraordinary that no attempt was made to investigate this by running a transect down the slope.

The discharge of sea lice larvae into Loch Duich is likely to have adverse impacts on the populations of wild Atlantic Salmon and Sea Trout (Priority Marine Features) in the area using the rivers Croe, Shiel, Elchaig and Laing. Increasing the permitted size of farm would inevitably increase the threat posed by sea lice and issuing a licence to permit this would be in breach of the Biodiversity Duty.

Whilst we recognise the proposal has not yet reached a formal planning or marine licence application stage, we wish to raise the requirement, as and when appropriate, to undertake a Habitats Regulations Appraisal (HRA) given the potential significant effects on relevant SPAs and SACs as required under the Conservation (Natural Habitats & c.) Regulations 1994 (as amended) (the Habitats Regulations).

This response was compiled on behalf of LINK Marine Group and is supported by: Marine Conservation Society, National Trust for Scotland, RSPB Scotland, Scottish Wildlife Trust, Whale and Dolphin Conservation

For more information contact:

Emilie Devenport (LINK Marine Policy and Engagement Officer) 

Email: emilie@scotlink.org 
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