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Who are the RSPCA?

• The oldest and largest animal welfare
organisation in the world

• Founded in 1824. Royal assent in 1840
• Over 200 welfare groups affiliated to it
• It is funded by the general public - circa

£100million - no govt funding
• It has animal hospitals, rehoming centres

and branches all over England and Wales
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Why salmon?

• Only involved with
terrestrial species

• Freedom Food
established in 1994

• Approached by
salmon farmer in
1999-2000
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Need to rethink
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Principles behind standards

• Based on welfare (always) and science
• Don’t agonize - do fish feel pain?
• Birth to slaughter
• Must cover the critical times in the life of

the animals
• Must be achievable but stretching
• Economics
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Standards development

• Have to comply with the legal minimum
• Look at best practice within the industry
• Are best practices good/bad for welfare?
• Establish an expert Working Group
• Talk to veterinary surgeons and producers
• Look at all available science
• Be prepared to make decisions
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It took three years to develop the
standards

• Management and stockmanship
• Husbandry practices
• Equipment/env quality
• Feeding
• Health
• Transport
• Slaughter
• Wider environmental impact
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Why we started to look at welfare
assessment

• Whilst the salmon standards were being
developed, the dairy, hen and pig standards
were being scrutinised

• A set of welfare indicators were being
developed for these species

• We needed to ask questions of the standards
• Input standards are not enough
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This gives the 
assessor some
guidance in 
terms of what 
to look for if they
are in any doubt
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We wrote down
indicators 
which could 
affect welfare 
and why
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Is the terrestrial model for welfare
assessment the same for fish?

• It has to be science, but it does not have to be rocket
science.

• We could all draw up a set of welfare indicators with the
available information we have at present

• We have to make a decision about which OWIs to use
• Be prepared to change them if they are wrong
• Communication is vitally important between the various

partners - producer/RSPCA;retailer/RSPCA;
scientist/RSPCA;retailer/producer
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What can we use welfare
assessment for?

• To inform the RSPCA about their standards
and how they are performing

• To inform the RSPCA where there is not
much in the way of science, for example,
the transportation of harvest weight fish to
the processing plant by wellboat



www.rspca.org.uk/farmanimals

Example 1-Freshwater stocking
density

• The standards say that production tanks must have
a maximum stocking density of 30 kg per cubic
metre

• Stocking density on its own is not meaningful
• Stocking density is influenced by a number of

variables
• Take measurements for two years to find out with

the help of the industry
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Indicators are based on?

• The fish
• The system and the environment
• Keep it simple where possible
• Includes behaviour, water quality, fish

health
• Try to avoid invasive techniques
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What are we measuring?
• Fish weight
• Fin condition
• Opercular condition
• Eye damage
• Skin lesions, parasite damage,

scale loss
• Fish behaviour
• Growth rate
• Deformities

• Water quality - Dissolved
oxygen, carbon dioxide,
temperature, acidity, free
ammonia, flow rate

• Physiology if needed? More
helpful to be able to make
judgements using practical
measurements? Carcase
examination at the processors
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Example 2 - Transport of fish
• Handling and journeys are stressful for the

fish
• Look to break transport procedures into

chunks so that we can develop a set of
checklists based on what we know about the
needs of the fish

• Look at the CCPs - pre, during and after
transport
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A journey into the unknown -
start with harvest weight fish

• Existing general standards not enough on
their own - must be able to make an
informed judgement about the fish

• Fish based checklist of indicators which
might denote whether things are good, bad,
or indifferent

• Need to develop database to record and
analyse
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Indicators based on?

• Fish behavior?
• Physical characteristics?
• Processor reports
• Risk assessment - site specific
• Setting intervention levels
• Action plans for when these are exceeded
• Based on ideal scenarios
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Simple things can make a big difference
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Crowding/uplift

• Aggressive behaviour
• Non-aggressive

behaviour
• Mouth gaping/rapid

gill movement
• Obvious scale loss
• Fresh injuries to

snouts etc
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It’s not just a tick box exercise

• We need to assess the
welfare of the fish on
board

• You have to travel
with them

• We need to learn more
about things such as
water quality, e.g.
carbon dioxide
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Off-loading at the processing plant
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Tentative conclusions to date

• Seem to be primary indicators such as water
quality

• Setting thresholds per se, may not be that
meaningful

• Look at additive effects -build a picture-
traffic light system for each site based on
risk?
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Why does it matter?
• Always room for improvement
• Fish get a better deal
• Producer gets a better deal
• Third party verification/retailer needs
•  Identify problems - find solutions
• Better to work together in partnership
• Consumer confidence


