
 
 
 
 

FIE REPORT ON MARINE FISH FARMS INSPECTIONS 2012 – 2014 
 
‘Engineering reports form a very important part of the regulatory 
function. The aquaculture industry is heavily regulated and subject 
to complex and detailed national and EU legislation. Operators are 
required at all times to keep cages and ancillary equipment in good 
repair. I am satisfied that the current inspection regime is 
satisfactory.’ 

Simon Coveney,  
Minister for Agriculture, Fisheries, and Food, 

 written parliamentary replies, 3 April 2014 [See Annex I] 
 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
The Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine’s [DAFF] Engineering 
Division Report on the escape of 80,000 salmon in Clew Bay in 2010 
blamed the disaster on DAFF’s own failure to enforce licensing conditions. 
Escaped farm fish may out perform and threaten native species, 
compromise genetic integrity and overall survival rates. 
 
The Report stated ‘if a more rigorous/frequent mooring inspections 
programme had been in place it is possible – even likely - there would 
have been earlier detection which would therefore have avoided the 
November 2010 failures.’ 
 
‘While the Department has no capability itself of mounting its own 
inspections of underwater equipment it does have a role to play in 
ensuring that Licensce conditions to the effect that the licensee shall take 
all necessary steps to prevent the fish are complied with. 
 
A note by an Assistant Secretary on the Report states: ‘This Report clearly 
points to the fact that adequate systems in relation to certification, 
maintenance, inspection, repairs and records need to be in place for this 
type of installation’. 
 
Consequently, FIE sought  
 

All records relating to monitoring/inspection for enforcement of 
licensing conditions for salmon farms licenses which have expired 
(for the period 2012/13/14 as agreed). 

 
The Marine Fish Farm Inspection Report form has not changed materially 
since its introduction under a 2000 Protocol. It is known at the highest 
levels in the Department that the current protocol is entirely inadequate to 
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assure the structural safety for these installations as it comprises a visual 
inspection from a vessel only. Further, the existing (inadequate) Reports 
were in almost all cases not fully completed. The few Diver’s Reports 
provided by operators were concerned with mortality records and the 
cleanliness of the nets and did not seek any information on any structural 
elements.  
 
Of the 34 salmon farm licences issued since the legislation was put in 
place in 1997, 28 have now expired, some for many years. European law 
requires assessment of not only the issue of such Licensce, but also on 
their renewal (generally after 10 years). The necessary research has been 
done on five coastal Bays by the National Parks and Wildlife Service, but 
none of these host fin-fish farms. Until the remainder are completed, no 
EIA process can begin and no Licensce can be renewed or issued. 
 
In order to ensure the operators could continue in the absence of the 
necessary studies to ensure environmental protection, the Government 
introduced a ‘continuity mechanism’ in the 2006 Maritime Jurisdiction Act. 
Under this legislation, operators may continue to operate if they have a 
valid application for renewal in place and if they adhere to the conditions 
of their licences. 
 
Thus the licenses analysed for this Report have expired and are legally 
dead. Even a Ministerial order can not amended or change the licence in 
any way as they no longer exist. The operator must meet the conditions. 
 
 
RESULTS 
 
91 records of Inspection Reports were listed. 
 
The 2 records of Inspection Reports for one site, Bantry Bay where the 
loss of 230,000 salmon occurred in 2014, were refused on the grounds 
that they were internal communication and it was not in the public 
interest to release them, in spite of the fact that they were in exactly the 
same format as the 89 records released. 
 
19 of the Inspections sites were ‘open sea’ and had no cages or moorings. 
 
Of the remaining 70 records 
 

• 23 showed failures in the required lighting of the cages, from 
relatively minor to complete absence of any lights or radar 
reflectors, both detailed requirements under the licences. 

 
• 16 of the Inspections showed the farms were located outside their 

Licensce areas, almost all in spite of repeated requests to relocate 
some or all of the cages. (In 4 further cases the GPS was out of 
batteries or not operating.) In some cases repeated request have 
been ignored, with one Report noting cages located outside the 
boundaries for ‘a number of years’. 
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• 44 Inspections Reports left the space for checking of the Shackles 
(which are key components for the structure of the installations) 
blank. 

 
• 3 records gave the condition of the cages as so poor as to require 

their removal at the earliest opportunity.  
 

• 7 Inspections showed sites overstocked. While figures have been 
redacted, one Report mentions ‘three times the permitted tonnage’. 
In the case of Marine Harvest’s operations in Castletownbere, the 
site was overstocked for 3 consecutive years in spite of instructions 
to destock and in 2014 refused to give their stocking figures to the 
Department’s Inspector, as did Marine Harvest management of the 
Deenish Island site in County Kerry that is involved in Aquaculture 
Certification supported by the World Wildlife Fund. 

 
• In one case, the Inspector expressed concern that an exposed site 

was now being used to grow the salmon from smoult to harvest at 
one location as recommended by the Marine Institute. However this 
location had been selected only for summer smoult use, and the 
Inspector suggested that ‘rigorous and frequent inspections’ must 
be put in place if the fish were left in their exposed position all year 
long. There is no record of any action. 

 
• The Inspection Report on a fish farm in Mulroy Bay said ‘It is clear 

from Reports to this office that there has been an escape of farmed 
rainbow trout in late 2011 and this farm is the likely origin. The 
fish, caught by anglers in the Drowse River, were between 1.5 kg 
and 2 kg.’ The operator denied any knowledge of any escape. FIE is 
seeking the Accident Report refered to in this Inspection Report. 

 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
An examination of these records demonstrates that the recommendations 
of the Inspector and the Assistant Secretary of DAFF after the 2010 Clew 
Bay and 2011 Inver Bay disasters have been entirely ignored. [The State 
is refusing to release the accident report for the loss of 230,000 salmon in 
February 2014.] 
 
The current inspection check list dates from 2000 and is inadequate to 
address anything that can not be seen from the surface of the water, even 
if it was rigorously completed, which it is not.  
 
Even requests for standards for the design and structure of these 
installations which are standard practice in other jurisdictions within the 
EU have been met with delay. 
 
In a written Parliamentary Reply on 3 April 2014 tabled on behalf of this 
organisation by Deputy Clare Daly, the Minister stated that in fact his 
‘Department is currently preparing a draft protocol for the structural 
design of marine finfish farms.’ However, pressed as to public 
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consultation, he told the Deputy that the proposal was ‘under ongoing 
consideration’ and ‘no decision had been made yet’. While design 
protocols are essential, they are rendered entirely ineffective without an 
adequate regime for monitoring these structures on a regular and 
comprehensive basis. 
 
The Minister assured the Deputy that ‘My Department’s Engineering 
Division inspects licensed aquaculture sites on a regular basis. These 
inspections include the conditions of cages on site’ and that he is ‘satisfied 
that the current inspection regime is satisfactory’.  
 
This is not what Ireland told the Commission at exactly the same time. In 
April 2014 it provided the Commission with a Programme of Measures 
[POM] indeed to insured compliance with the ECJ case C-418/04 and the 
closure of the CHAP and PILOT investigations into aspects of salmon 
farming in Ireland. The POM states: 
 

‘A dedicated Monitoring and Compliance Unit has been established 
within the Department to strengthen the adherence to the terms 
and conditions of all Aquaculture Licences. The Unit brings greater 
coherence to the existing monitoring system leading to enhanced 
monitoring and regulatory standards, practices and procedures. A 
structure for the systematic audit of licence conditions has been put 
in place. This is a very substantial enhancement of the existing 
regulatory procedure and supplements all other inspections of 
sites.’ 

 
We have examined all the Fin Fish Inspection Records held by the State 
on these 29 sites from July 2012 to March 2015 and there is no change 
whatsoever in the ‘monitoring and regulatory standards, practices and 
procedures’, in spite of these assertions by the Irish authorities in their 
July 2014 POM and the repeated recommendations for action from every 
level in the Department.  
 
The recommendations of the Inspector after the ‘very large’ escape in 
Inver Bay in 2011 provide a clear road map for the authorities. Dated 30 
March 2011, the recommendation stated: 
 

An adequate regime for monitoring moorings on marine fish farms 
which is designed and implemented in order to help identify any 
early signs of degradation of mooring components in situ and help 
reduce the probability of such structural failures in the future needs 
to be put in place for all farms where it is not already in place. 
While all farms have monitoring of moorings carried out (formal and 
or informal) there is need to ensure that it is systematic and 
frequent. I recommend quarterly inspections be required of every 
operating farm where every item of the mooring system including 
bridles is visually checked by diver (cleaned down where necessary 
to allow such inspections) and its conditions recorded. Spot checks 
following heavy storm events are also advised. The significant scale 
of the Inver Bay escape and Department’s responsibility as a 



 5 

licensing authority to ensure preventative measures are in place in 
future justifies strong action on the moorings inspection issue.’ 

 
 
Tony Lowes 
Friend of the Irish Environment 
FIE Library  
29 May 2015 
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ANNEX I 
 
Parliamentary Questions Fish Farming  
Thursday, 3 April 2014 
 
 
Clare Daly (Dublin North, Socialist Party) 
 
222. To ask the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine the reason the tests of 
failed nets and mooring equipment repeatedly sought from the 
operators/manufacturers of two fish farms in 2010 in Inver Bay and Clew Bay after 
the escape of more than 25,000 salmon do not appear on the files of the investigation 
at the time of the final reports; and if he will ensure that these tests are in fact obtained 
and made publicly available. [15938/14] 
 
223. To ask the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine if it has been brought 
to his attention that his Department’s engineering division report concluded that the 
failure of his Department to ensure that the licensing conditions requiring operators to 
take all necessary steps to prevent the escape of fish, through ensuring that rigorous 
monitoring systems for checking and inspecting possible progressive damage to fish 
farm structures with detailed records available for inspection, were in place was the 
likely cause of the escape of 25,000 adult salmon in Inver Bay and Clew Bay in 
November 2010; and the measures he has put in place to address this issue. 
[15939/14] 
 
224. To ask the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine if his attention has 
been drawn to the fact that repeated reports from his Department’s engineering 
division have recommended that certified quality standards be set for all fish farm 
components at the manufactory level with safe working load specified; that all 
deployment of equipment be certified as fit for purpose by a qualified person; and the 
measures he had put in place or intends to put in place to implement these 
recommendations. [15940/14] 
 
 
Simon Coveney (Minister, Department of Agriculture, the Marine and Food; 
Cork South Central, Fine Gael) 
 
I propose to take Questions Nos. 222 to 224, inclusive, together. 
 
In relation to Clew Bay my Department considered reports from its Marine 
Engineering Division and the Marine Institute both of which in summary concluded 
that: 
1. The estimated number of escaped fish was not considered significant. 
2. The escape was caused by a torn net. 
3. The operator was required to arrange for testing of the damaged net to determine 
the cause of its failure. 
4. The operator was required to arrange for additional testing on all nets for similar 
weaknesses. 
My Department was satisfied from correspondence received that these matters were 
receiving necessary and appropriate attention by the operator. 
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In relation to Inver Bay, in late 2010 a significant fish escape occurred at this site 
which was investigated by the Marine Engineering Division of my Department and 
the Marine Institute. The escape was caused by the failure of mooring bridles during 
stormy conditions. On 12 July 2011 the operator advised my Department that all 
recommendations in the engineering report had been implemented. This information 
was conveyed to my Department at a scheduled meeting with the operator covering a 
wide range of issues. 
 
Engineering reports form a very important part of the regulatory function. The 
aquaculture industry is heavily regulated and subject to complex and detailed national 
and EU legislation. Operators are required at all times to keep cages and ancillary 
equipment in good repair. My Department is alert to ongoing technological changes 
which enhance the security of all structures on licensed sites and in this regard my 
Department is currently preparing a draft protocol for the structural design of marine 
finfish farms. 
 
Clare Daly (Dublin North, Socialist Party) 
 
214. To ask the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine if he has in place an 
adequate inspection programme to ensure that cheap imports of substandard 
equipment for Irish salmon farms and other aquaculture operations are not being 
substituted with or without the licensee’s knowledge for certified Irish products 
leading to component failures on these farms and the consequent escapes of large 
numbers of fish. [18428/14] 
 
 Simon Coveney (Minister, Department of Agriculture, the Marine and Food; 
Cork South Central, Fine Gael) 
My Department’s Engineering Division inspects licensed aquaculture sites on a 
regular basis. These inspections include the conditions of cages on site. 
While I am satisfied that the current inspection regime is satisfactory, my Department 
is alert to ongoing technological changes which enhance the security of all structures 
on licensed sites and in this regard my Department is currently preparing a draft 
protocol for the structural design of marine finfish farms. 
 
Clare Daly (Dublin North, Socialist Party) 
 
215. To ask the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine if he will make open to 
public consultation the draft protocol for the structural design of marine finfish farms, 
including its terms of reference, which he states his Department is currently 
preparing; and if this protocol, when agreed, will be implemented by regulations, as is 
the case in neighbouring jurisdictions. [18429/14] 
 
 Simon Coveney (Minister, Department of Agriculture, the Marine and Food; 
Cork South Central, Fine Gael) 
 
The draft protocol referred to by the Deputy is under ongoing consideration within my 
Department and a decision on the manner of its implementation has not been made as 
yet. 
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Clare Daly (Dublin North, Socialist Party) 
 
212. To ask the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine further to 
Parliamentary Question No. 222 of 3 April 2014, if he will make available the results 
of the tests on the failed nets and bridles requested by his engineering division in 
regard to the 2010 escapes in Inver Bay and Clew Bay respectively as his recent 
response that his Department was satisfied from correspondence received that these 
matters were receiving necessary and appropriate attention by the operator does not 
answer this reasonable request for the results of these tests or an admission that these 
tests were in fact never provided. [18426/14] 
 
 Simon Coveney (Minister, Department of Agriculture, the Marine and Food; 
Cork South Central, Fine Gael) 
 
In relation to Clew Bay I can confirm that on 21 April 2011 the operator advised my 
Department that it had instigated rigorous additional testing. As the operator’s report 
contains commercially sensitive information concerning third parties it may not be 
appropriate to release it. My Department has sought legal advice on this aspect. 
In relation to Inver Bay, the company’s report also contains sensitive commercial 
information concerning a third party which may make it inappropriate for release. My 
Department is also seeking advice on this matter. 
 


