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The Application of the Salmon Standard 

 
The ideal 
 
The ASC may be considered the gold Standard of salmon certification schemes because its Salmon 
Standard states that farms “must meet 100 per cent of the requirements in this document to achieve 
certification.”49 This is an impressive claim that instils trust in consumers interested in making 
environmentally responsible food choices. 
 
ASC’s process is outlined below. However, it is important to note that despite their strong statement 
requiring that applicants meet 100 per cent of their requirements, ASC may also offer its applicants a 
loophole. ASC applicants may be assessed as “conforming,” which indicates that they meet ASC 
requirements. But they can also be assessed as having major or minor “non-conformities.” The 
applicant then has the opportunity to address the non-conformities. However, farms can be 
nonetheless certified with outstanding, or “open,” non-conformities. For example, Arbolito salmon 
farm in Chile was certified with 62iv open minor non-conformities.50 

 

Applicants can also be granted a variance,51 which allows them to be excused from meeting certain 
criterion. These are submitted by the CAB to the ASC’s Variance Request Committee for deliberation. 
An approved variance can allow an auditor to certify an applicant without flagging a non-conformity. 
See Part 3 for an in-depth discussion of the variance process and the associated concerns. 
 
The process 
 

▪ CABs use the ASC Audit Manual52 and CAR guidance53 to assess an applicant for certification. 
▪ If an applicant meets each of the ASC requirements, it is considered “conforming” and receives 

ASC certification. 
▪ Any instances in which the applicant does not meet ASC Standards are marked as non-

conforming and graded as either “major” or “minor.” 
▪ According to the CAR guidance document, Version 2.1, major non-conformities should be 

closed within three months, with a possible extension of an additional three months (i.e. six 
months in total). Major non-conformities need to be closed before certification is granted. 

▪ According to the CAR guidance document, Version 2.1, minor non-conformities should be 
closed within three months; however, they can be extended by an additional 12 months (i.e. 
15 months in total). Farms can be certified with any number of open minor non-conformities. 

▪ In situations not addressed by the Salmon Standard, audit manual or CAR document, or if the 
auditor believes the evidence indicates an appropriate case for excusing a farm from meeting 
any of the criterion, the CAB can submit a variance request to the ASC’s Variance Request 
Committee.54

 These requests are supposed to be supported by evidence sufficient to enable 
ASC to conclude that the principles underlying the Standard indicator in question are not 
compromised by the variance. Variance requests allow CABs to seek an ASC interpretation or  

              approved variance to either the Standard criterion or CAR requirements.  

                                                           
iv Applying the CAR’s guidelines of one non-conformity per indicator, showed 31 specific indicators with minor non-
conformities (open) and five major non-conformities (closed). 
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Methodology 
 
ASC program statistics were obtained from ASC’s monthly certification updates. 2017 ASC certified 
salmon production volume data per country was acquired directly from the ASC and compared to Food 
and Agriculture Organization (FAO) global salmon aquaculture production volume statistics.  
 
Audit data from all ASC certified salmon farms globally were collated from the ASC website.v Missing 
audits were noted. Each available farm audit was categorized by type: full (initial) assessment, 
surveillance and re-certification audits. Within each audit, each non-conformity (major and minor) 
identified was recorded by Salmon Standard indicator, criterion and principle. The dates for which each 
non-conformity was detected and closed were also recorded. Audit evidence and data availability were 
assessed for key Salmon Standard indicators that rely on performance-based metrics. These in turn 
were categorized as reported, missing, deleted, not raised or not applicable. Where a metric was 
reported, it was recorded. This data was used to evaluate farm performance in relation to key 
indicators. Publicly reported data on salmon farming company websites were collected and compared 
to audit evidence and data. This information was used for Part 2 of the report.  
 
Variances granted by ASC were identified and recorded by Salmon Standard indicator, criterion and 
principle.  The content of variances was reviewed to determine if the Standard’s requirements were 
simply being replaced by existing government regulations. The number of times a variance was used 
within audit reports was checked to determine the extent to which variances are reapplied or treated 
as precedents, essentially altering the Standard. This information was used for Part 3 of the report.  
 
This report reviewed a total of 456 audits (248 initial; 189 surveillance; 19 re-certification), representing 
257 salmon farms.vi  
 

  

                                                           
v All audit reports publicly available on the ASC website as of March 15, 2018 were used in this report. Two large escape events at ASC certified 
farms that occurred after March 15 (May and July 2018) were also included given their significance in illustrating a key finding of the report.  
vi As of April 2018, there are 240 ASC certified salmon farms. This report’s review of 257 farms includes farms with certificates that have 
expired, been suspended, cancelled or withdrawn.  
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Part 1. ASC Certified Salmon: The Global Landscape 
 
The ASC defines the best practices enshrined in their certification Standards as practices that only the 
top 15 per cent of farms globally would be able to meet at the time the Standards were launched.55 
ASC’s Theory of Change aims to incentivize non-certified farms to improve practices in order to achieve 
certification. This theory relies on consumers driving the demand for ASC labelled products, which in 
turn, requires more ASC certified farms to supply the market. The foundation of the scheme thus rests 
on consumer perception that it is credible – that its practices are transparent and its procedures fair. 
Salmon, followed by shrimp, is the most valuable global seafood commodity.56 In 2016, approximately 
2.5 million metric tonnes of farmed salmon (Atlantic; Chinook; Coho and sea trout) were produced 
worldwide. 57  The Global Salmon Initiative (GSI), representing around 55 per cent of the salmon 
aquaculture industry, have pledged to be 100 per cent ASC certified by 2020.58 As of April 2018, over 
40 per cent of GSI members are certified.59  
 
Part 1 of this report reviews the number of farms and amount of production by species currently ASC 
certified. The number of ASC labelled products along with their market presence is examined. The 
amount of ASC certified production under the Salmon Standard is assessed at a global and country 
level. 
  

ASC’s Global Market Presence 
In 2017, the number of farms within the ASC program grew more than 45 per cent. 60 As of May 2018, 
621 farms are ASC certified to one of the scheme’s eight Standards. 61 This equates to over 1.4 million 
metric tonnes (mT) of seafood certified with the eco-label in the last year.  Salmon is ASC’s leading 
species certification, with 250 certified salmon farms, and representing 40 per cent of all farms certified 
in the ASC program (See figure 1).  Likewise, farmed salmon is ASC’s top certification by volume with 
749,581 metric tonnes (or 53 per cent) of all ASC certified production (See figure 2). In comparison, 
ASC’s leading competitor — the Global Aquaculture Alliance’s Best Aquaculture Practices (BAP) scheme 
— has been used to certify over 2.35 million metric tonnes of seafood as of May 2018.62 Although BAP’s 
certified volume for all seafood is significantly higher than ASC’s, the volume of BAP certified salmon is 
only somewhat more than ASC certified salmon – at 914,089 tonnes (or 38 per cent) of all BAP 
production.  
 

 

Figure 1. Number of ASC certified farms by species. 
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Figure 2. Volume (mT) of ASC certified product by species.  
 
The number of ASC certified salmon farms increased by 31 per cent and production volume increased 
by 27 per cent from May 2017 to May 2018.in 63 64  
 
Nearly 12,000 approved seafood products feature the ASC label. Shrimp and salmon products dominate 
these, at 39 and 33 per cent of all ASC labelled products, respectively (See figure 3.) 65 
 

 
 
 
Figure 3. ASC-labelled products by species.  
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ASC labelled products are found in 68 countries. 66 European countries are the ASC’s predominant 
market. North America ranks 10th (Canada) and 16th (United States). Four Asian countries/jurisdictions 
— Japan, China, Hong Kong SAR and Singapore — also make the top 20 sellers of ASC certified seafood.   
 
Table 1. Top 20 countries/jurisdictions selling ASC labelled products 
 

 Country/Jurisdictions  Number of products 
1 Netherlands 1,770 

2 Germany 1,664 

3  Belgium 1,231 

4 Switzerland 1,100 
5 France 736 

6 Sweden 701 

7 Denmark 603 
8 Norway 416 

9 Austria 403 

10 Canada 363 

11 United Kingdom 294 
12 Japan 289 

13 China 258 

14 Spain 218 

15 Italy 185 

16 United States 158 

17 Poland 156 
18 Finland 155 

19 Hong Kong SAR 132 

20 Singapore 111 

 
 
The Salmon Standard 
Data obtained directly from ASC shows 708,436 metric tonnes of ASC certified salmon entered the 
global seafood supply chain in 2017.67 The vast majority of the ASC certified salmon is Atlantic salmon 
(Salmo salar), with limited amounts of Coho (Oncorhynchus kisutch) and marine-reared trout (O. 
mykiss). Currently no Chinook salmon (O. tshawytscha) farms are certified. Based on FAO’s latest 
available aquaculture production figures,vii just over a quarter (27 per cent) of the farmed salmon 
produced globally is ASC certified. As of May 2018, 250 ASC certified salmon farms from 23 companies 
represent around 11 per cent of all salmon farming sites globally.viii   
 
Two countries account for 82 per cent of ASC certified salmon by volume. Approximately half of all ASC 
certified salmon originates from Norwegian farms (359,083 mT), representing about 27 per cent of the 
Norwegian industry. This demonstrates the relatively large size of the Norwegian industry in 
comparison to other salmon farming jurisdictions. Chilean farms contribute just under a third of all ASC 
salmon (218,188 mT), and a similar percentage of the country’s total production is certified. Denmark 
(including the Faroes Islands), Australia and Canada each account for five to six per cent of ASC certified 

                                                           
vii FAO 2016 global salmon aquaculture figures: Atlantic salmon 2,237,719mt; Chinook 11,451; Coho 124,012mt; marine-
reared trout 194,100mt 
viii There are approximately 2,220 salmon farming sites globally for Atlantic, Chinook, Coho and marine-reared rainbow trout 
(Australia 48; Canada 317; Chile 363; Denmark 19; Faroe Islands 25; Iceland 8; Ireland 49; Japan <5; New Zealand 9; Norway 
1099; Poland 1; Russia <5; U.K. 253; U.S.A 25)  
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production. However, these countries have a significant amount of their production ASC certified 
relative to their industry’s size: 42 per cent for Denmark (largely Faroes Island farms); 66 per cent for 
Australia and 29 per cent for Canada. Canada’s ASC certified farms are all located in British Columbia 
(B.C.) where just under half of the Pacific Ocean-based industry (49 per cent) is certified. The remaining 
countries (Iceland, Ireland, Poland and the United Kingdom) represent less than two per cent of ASC 
certified salmon volume collectively. No farms in the U.S.A., New Zealand, Russia or Japan are currently 
certified.  
 

 
 
 
Figure 4. ASC certified salmon volume (mT) by country.  

 

Findings 
❖ Salmon is ASC’s top commodity both by the number of farms and production volume certified. 

One in three ASC labelled products is salmon.  
❖ 27 per cent of the global industry’s production volume and 11 per cent of salmon farms are 

certified.  
❖ Norwegian farms contribute half of the volume of ASC certified salmon, while Chilean farms 

contribute nearly a third. Australia has the largest amount of production certified, relative to 
their industry size, at 66 per cent.ix  

 
 

  

                                                           
ix Excluding Poland (100 per cent certified) which represents one closed containment farm.  
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Part 2. The (Written) Standard: Assessing Conformance and 
Performance 
 
The Salmon Standard was created through a multi-stakeholder process known as the Salmon 
Aquaculture Dialogue (SAD). Following extensive research and a series of roundtables, the SAD 
established agreements (i.e. the Standard criteria) on key environmental and social issues associated 
with salmon aquaculture. The intent of the SAD was to create a Standard that fostered transparency 
and performance-based metrics that are measurable at the farm level. Although ASC has allowed 
variances (see Part 3), the Standard text actually specifies a requirement of 100 per cent 
conformance.68 
 
Part 2 of this report reviews the transparency of the scheme based on audit availability, as well as 
auditor and farm reporting of metrics. Farm conformance with the Standard is reviewed by examining 
the number of non-conformities issued in the audit reports. Farm performance is analysed using key 
indicators for disease and sea lice, escapes, chemical use, wild fish in feed and marine mammal deaths.  
 

Transparency 
The ASC prides itself on being a “highly transparent organisation”.69 Transparency is a key element of 
ISEAL’s Codes of Good Practice. 70 As an ISEAL full member, the ASC is required to comply with the code. 
 

Audit Availability 

ISEAL’s Code of Good Practice requires scheme owners to have “basic information about the results of 
assessments of both clients and assurance providers” up to date and publicly available (Clause 6.3.1).71 
On review of the ASC web-based platform, a total of 55 audit reports (i.e. assessments) were missing. 
The issue is particularly pronounced for Chilean farms, which accounted for 40 of 55 missing reports.  
 

Audit Farm-level Metrics 
One of the attributes of the Salmon Standard is the inclusion of performance-based, farm-level metrics 
(i.e. not aggregated over a group of farms) among its indicators for each criterion. These metrics are 
farm-derived data that are used to demonstrate conformance to an indicator threshold. For example: 
 

 
The Standard also promotes transparency of these metrics. In addition, the CAR requires CABs to 
document metrics within the audit report as evidence that the farm demonstrates conformance with 
the Standard. 
 
 
Initial (full) assessments 
Twenty key performance indicatorsx were reviewed to see if a metric was provided in the 248 full 
(initial) assessment audits. Of the key metric indicator requirements reviewed, 65 per cent of initial 
audits provided evidence of conformance with the Standard. Around one-third of initial audits (35 per 
cent) were found to be missing the metric. 

                                                           
x Indicators reviewed were: 2.1.1; 2.1.2; 2.1.3; 2.2.1; 2.2.2; 2.2.4; 2.2.5; 2.5.6; 3.1.1; 3.1.7; 3.4.1; 3.4.3; 4.2.1; 4.2.2; 5.1.5; 5.1.6; 
5.2.5; 5.2.9; 5.3.1 

Number of treatments of antibiotics over the most recent production cycle 

Requirement: ≤ 3 
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The Standard’s Principle 2: Conserve Natural Habitat, Local Biodiversity and Ecosystem Function, 
Indicators 2.1.1-2.1.3 (benthic monitoring) account for the majority of missing metrics. This is likely due 
to early auditing, before peak biomass sampling has occurred and therefore sample results are not yet 
available. See Box 1 below for further discussion on early auditing.  
 
There were 21 instances where a metric was purposefully deleted or censored, as in this example: 

 .72 These deletions were found in 15 Norwegian, four Scottish, one Canadian and 
one Faroes Island audit reports. These deletions were categorized as ‘missing’.  
 
Surveillance audits 
Metric availability improved within surveillance audit reports, with 80 per cent providing evidence of 
conformance and 20 per cent not. No metrics were found to be purposefully deleted or censored. 
Following concerns that CABs were not reporting metrics, the ASC established a Quality Assurance (QA) 
framework in 2016.73 The ASC anticipated a new QA framework to be publicly launched in August 2017  

74 ; however, at time of writing no updates on the framework were found on the ASC website. Under 
the QA, the ASC has implemented or intends to implement the following corrective actions: an updated 
mandatory audit report template; weekly calls with ASI (and CABs as appropriate) to discuss the matter; 
greater emphasis on metric reporting during QA checks; and incorporating metric reporting procedures 
in auditor training.75 The noted improvement in metric availability within surveillance reports could be 
because of the QA framework, although further progress is still needed (such as timely posting of audit 
reports; correct application of non-conformities and variances; etc). 
 
Certified farms: public reporting 
Certain Standard indicators require farms to make reportable metrics “easily publicly available” and 
usually within a certain timeframe.76 These include: lethal incidents (birds and marine mammals); on-
farm sea lice counts; sea lice monitoring on wild salmonids; and the estimated unexplained loss (EUL). 
The ASC Salmon Audit Manual advises posting these metrics on a public website. The majority of 
company websites with ASC certified salmon are posting the required metrics. Some companies chose 
to post additional metrics, such as escapes, chemicals (antibiotics and/or parasiticides), suspicious 
transmissible agent, and World Organisation for Animal Health (OIE) disease, if applicable.  
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Table 2. Public reporting matrix of company websites  

Company 
GSI 
Member 

Indictor 
2.5.4: 
Lethal 
incidents 

Indicator 
3.1.7: Sea 
lice counts 

Indicator 3.1.6: 
Sea lice 
monitoring on 
wild salmonids* 

Indicator 3.4.3: 
Estimate 
unexplained 
loss 

Others (not required but 
provided for farm level) 

Australia 

Huon 
Aquaculture Y Y NA** NA N Dissolved oxygen 

Petuna  Y NA NA Y  

Tassal Y Y NA NA Y 
Dissolved oxygen, 
antibiotics 

Canada 

Cermaq Y Y Y Y Y 

Escapes; Alternative sea 
lice treatment (H20) 
application 

Marine Harvest Y Y Y Y Y Parasiticide use 

Chile 

Australis Mar 
S.A  Y Y NA Y 

Escapes; Chemicals 
(antibiotics; 
parasiticide); Suspicious 
unidentifiable 
transmissible agent; OIE 
disease 

Cermaq Y N Y NA N  

AquaChile Y Y Y NA N  
Exportadora los 
Fiordos 
Limitada Y Y Y NA Y  

Nova Austral  Y Y NA Y  
Productos del 
Mar 
Ventisqueros  Y Y NA Y Escapes 

Salmones 
Camanchaca Y Y Y NA Y 

Antibiotics, parasiticide 
use, OIE 

Salmones 
Multiexport Y Y Y NA N  

Denmark 

Danish Salmon  NA NA NA N  

Faroe Islands 

Bakkafrost Y Y Y N Y 

Escapes; Suspicious 
unidentifiable 
transmissible agent; OIE 
disease 

Marine Harvest Y Y Y N Y 

Escapes; Suspicious 
unidentifiable 
transmissible agent; OIE 
disease 

Ireland 

Marine Harvest Y N Y N Y ABM lice load 

Norway 

Cermaq Y Y Y N Y Escapes 
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Edelfarm  Y Y N Y  

Grieg Seafood  Y 
Barents 
Watch N Y 

Escapes; Virus related 
mortality 

Hofseth 
International  Y Y N Y  

Leroy Seafood 
Group  Y Y N Y 

Escapes; Suspicious 
unidentifiable 
transmissible agent; OIE 
disease 

Marine Harvest Y Y 
Barents 
Watch N Y 

Escapes; Suspicious 
unidentifiable 
transmissible agent; OIE 
disease 

Masoval 
Fiskeoppdrett  Y 

Barents 
Watch N Y Escapes 

Norway Royal 
Salmon Y Y 

Barents 
Watch N Y  

SalMar Farming  Y 
Barents 
Watch N Y 

Escapes; Suspicious 
unidentifiable 
transmissible agent; OIE 
disease 

Wenberg 
Fiskeoppdrett  Y 

Barents 
Watch N Y 

Escapes; Suspicious 
unidentifiable 
transmissible agent; OIE 
disease 

Poland 

Jurassic Salmon  NA NA NA N  

Scotland 

Marine Harvest Y Y Y N Y 

Escapes; Suspicious 
unidentifiable 
transmissible agent; OIE 
disease 

*Indicator 3.1.6 Faroe Island audits state no wild salmonoids in area, trout may occur but no assessments are conducted; Irish, 
Norwegian and Scottish farms have been granted variances, as government authorities do not allow the handling of wild stock. 
** NA = Indicators that are not applicable to the region (e.g. sea lice and wild salmonids are not present in Australia) or to 
land-based closed containment farms (i.e. Poland’s Jurrassic Salmon).  
 

The accessibility of these metrics varies between companies. Australian company websites have easily 
accessible ‘sustainability’ dashboards, however it was evident that data had been aggregated to zoned 
areas that may host many farms. Canadian metrics are accessible at the farm site level. In addition, 
Marine Harvest Canada posts monthly data on all site sea lice and parasiticide treatments for each of 
its farms.77 While Chilean company websites housed most of the required information, this information 
was typically piece-meal, inconsistently presented and not always up to date. EUL were often missing 
for Chilean farms. Norwegian websites were generally found to report on all necessary requirements, 
with many referring to the government-run website, Barents Watch,78 for sea lice counts. It was found 
historical data is often lost or removed from websites as certified farms begin new production cycle 
reporting. 
 
GSI member companies also provide data for certain sustainability indicators on the GSI website.79 This 
includes fish escapes, mortalities, antibiotic use, sea lice counts, parasiticide use, wildlife interactions, 
fish meal and oil dependency and others. Reporting is aggregated at the company level (versus 
individual farm) and does not necessarily follow the same reporting requirement as that for the ASC 
Salmon Standard (e.g. parasiticide use is reported by the amount of active pharmaceutical ingredients 
used per tonne of fish produced versus the Standard’s Parasiticide Treatment Index score).  



23 | GLOBAL REVIEW OF THE AQUACULTURE STEWARDSHIP COUNCIL’S SALMON STANDARD – TECHNICAL REPORT 
 

Findings 
❖ Fifty-five audit reports that should be made public, particularly surveillance audit reports, are 

unavailable from the ASC certification platform. Missing reports is predominantly an issue for 
Chilean certified farms (40 out of 55).  

❖ Evidence of conformance (i.e. metric data) is missing from one-third of initial audit reports. 
Surveillance audits show improvements in metric reporting, however, 20 per cent still failed to 
report metric data.  

❖ Public reporting of on-farm sea lice counts, marine mammal and bird entanglements and 
estimated unexplained loss by certified farms was found to be relatively effective. In many 
cases, the posting of this data goes beyond what local regulatory agencies require of the 
industry. However, websites were often difficult to navigate and the reporting approach varied 
greatly among company websites. 
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Farm Conformance 
The Salmon Standard states that farms “must meet 100 per cent of the requirements in this document 
to achieve certification”.80 This is an impressive claim that instils trust in consumers interested in making 
environmentally responsible food choices. However, in practice, farms in non-conformance to the 
Standard can be certified. ASC applicants may be assessed as “conforming,” which indicates that they 
meet ASC requirements, or they can be assessed as having major or minor “non-conformities”.81 The 
applicant then has the opportunity to address the non-conformities. Major non-conformities must be 
closed before certification can be granted. However, farms can be certified with outstanding, or “open” 
minor non-conformities. 
 

Non-conformities 
On review of 456 audits (248 initial; 189 surveillance; 19 recertification), there have been a total of 
3,726 non-conformities raised by the auditors. Of these, 790 were raised as major non-conformities 
and 2,946 as minor.xi  Only 32 audits had zero non-conformities: two initial and 30 surveillance audits. 
The two farms that were certified with no non-conformities were in Chile82 and Denmark.83 However, 
it should be noted that the Chilean farm had 11 “observations”.  Observations appear to be auditor 
recommendations for farm improvements to ensure conformance Standard criteria. Observations are 
not defined in or required under the ASC’s CAR. Despite this, 593 observations over 80 audits were 
found. 
 
Nearly all farms have non-conformities raised during their initial audit. The average initial farm audit 
detected 2.33 majorxii and 9.30 minor non-conformities. The average surveillance audit had 0.98 major 
and 2.82 minor non-conformities. The average recertification audit had 1.31 major and 4.68 minor non-
conformities. Note: these major non-conformities should be closed before initial certification and re-
certification is granted. After initial certification is granted, where major non-conformities arise (e.g. at 
surveillance audits), these must be closed within three months.   
 
Figures 7 and 8 illustrate major and minor non-conformities across all Standard Principles. More than a 
quarter (226 out of 790) of the major non-conformities related to Principle 2 (conserve natural habitat, 
local biodiversity and ecosystem function) indicators. Likewise, the most commonly raised minor non-
conformities were related to Principle 2 indicators. The majority of these non-conformities were raised 
because benthic sampling had not been done. Non-conformities, both major and minor, were also 
regularly raised against Principle 6 (develop and operate farms in a socially responsible manner) 
indicators.  Non-conformities were also common for Section 8 (requirements for producers of smolt) 
and Principle 4 (use resources in an environmentally efficient and responsible manner) indicators.   
 

                                                           
xi Where audit reports grouped more than one indicator under the one non-conformity report, these were separated to 
reflect the true number of non-conformities. Where audit reports listed the same indicator in two or more non-conformity 
reports, these were merged as one non-conformity; where two or more minor non-conformities were given for the same 
indicator, these were elevated to one major non-conformance. This is in accordance with the CARv2.0 Annex A which 
requires one non-conformity report per indicator requirement and two or more minors to be raised as one major. 
xii Note: CAR 17.10.1.2 requires all major non-conformities to be closed prior to certification being granted. 
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Figure 5. Major non-conformities by principle across all certifications. 
 
 

Figure 6. Minor non-conformities by principle across all certifications. 
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BOX 1 EARLY AUDITING AND NON-CONFORMITIES 
 
The ASC’s Certification and Accreditation Requirements (CAR) stipulate that the initial audit is to be conducted at the end of 
the production cycle – at harvest,xiii when fish have achieved peak biomass and so the full extent of the farm’s impacts on the 
environment can presumably be assessed. This also allows the auditor to witness harvest practices and view the condition of 
the fish. Guidance for this audit requirement provides that the auditor may, in the alternative, provide a justification for not 
witnessing the harvest, so long as harvest activities are witnessed at one of the surveillance audits (i.e. within the three-year 
validity of the certificate).  
 
On review, the majority of initial audits are not conducted at harvest. Auditors (CABs) commonly justify early audits by saying 
that the client farm wants the current cohort of fish to become ASC certified in time for market access (i.e. at harvest).84  The 
CAR lacks guidance for an acceptable justification for not witnessing harvest. However, it appears that the ASC is comfortable 
with the market access rationale. The ASC used this same rationale in its own variance process when approving an early peak 
biomass sampling variance.85 In this instance, the Variance Review Committee included amongst its reasons wanting to avoid 
a delay in the sales of the farm’s ASC-certified salmon. 
 
Under Salmon Standard v1.0, the benthic monitoring indicators set out in Principle 2 can only be addressed by sampling 
conducted at the farm’s peak biomass (i.e. harvest). Consequently, early audits typically lead to non-conformities raised for 
these indicators. This explains why Principle 2 has the highest number of non-conformities globally.  
 
The ASC has recognized early auditing to be problematic for the Salmon Standard’s benthic monitoring indicators by identifying 
the following “problems”: CAB application inconsistency; CABs commonly applying benthic sampling non-conformities (due to 
the early auditing); and audit reports typically lacking detail or evidence of conformance. Following an operational review, 
Salmon Standard v1.1 improved auditing guidelines, but relaxed the requirement that the auditor must witness the harvest; 
v1.1 requires audits to be performed after a farm has reached more than 75 per cent peak biomass. 
 
Several other Standard indicators rely on similar end-of-cycle calculations, such as estimated unexplained loss, total disease 
mortality, total antibiotic and parasiticide use, amongst others. An incomplete production cycle results in incomplete evidence 
and records. Consequently, audit reports fail to provide a full production cycle of data for the most recent cohort of fish.  
 
This practice appears to contravene another clear requirement set out in the CAR: “Audits shall not be conducted until 
sufficient records/evidence are available for all applicable Standard requirements as the minimum.”xiv In response to 
SeaChoice’s ASC Certification in Canada Technical Report,86 the ASC stated CABs can raise a non-conformity against 
requirement 17.1.2.1 which states: “All clients seeking certification shall have available records of performance data covering 
the periods of time specified in the Standard(s) against which the audit(s) is to be conducted”.87 To date, no CAB has raised a 
non-conformity against this client requirement, despite the fact that this global review report found 35 per cent of initial audits 
were data-deficient.  
 
In addition, numerous indicators focus on whether an event occurs beyond a stipulated threshold during a stated period up 
to and including the production cycle under audit, such as maximum number of lethal incidents, on-farm lice levels and 
escapes.  
 
Instances of non-conformance have occurred after an early audit, later in the production cycle, which allowed non-conforming 
product to enter the market with the ASC certification. For example, an early audit at Marsh Bay farm (B.C., Canada) resulted 
in missing the deaths of several marine mammals that occurred post-audit, but later in the same production cycle.88 The 
marine mammal deaths would have disqualified the site from certification, so the certification of Marsh Bay based on an early 
audit allowed for non-conforming product to enter the marketplace with ASC certification.  

 
Current evidence suggests that early auditing creates the potential for missing non-conformities that are significant in terms 
of actual conformance with the Standard. When this happens, non-conforming product enters the market with the ASC label. 
The practice of auditing prior to peak biomass is accordingly undermining the fundamental purpose of the ASC audit process, 
which is to certify 100 per cent conformance with the Standard.  The reason given for conducting early audits—that the client 
is anxious to market the current cohort of fish under the ASC label 89 90—offers no rational justification for overlooking the 
absence of evidence of conformance with so many of the Standard’s important environmental indicators.  

  

                                                           
xiii CARv2.1 17.4.2 
xiv CARv2.1 17.4.5 
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Top Themes per Region 
 
Australia 
Twenty-One Australian ASC certified farms were reviewed. It is common for Australian salmon farms to 
be audited as clusters which can represent two to four farm sites under the one ASC certificate. On 
review of 28 audits (11 initial; 13 surveillance; 4 re-certification), 36 major non-conformities and 275 
minors were raised. On average, an Australia ASC audit had 1.2 major and 9.8 minor non-conformities.  
 
Most major non-conformities occurred under Principle 2 (conserve natural habitat, local biodiversity 
and ecosystem function) indicators. However, unlike all other countries, major non-conformity raised 
against benthic monitoring indicators (2.1.1-2.1.3) was rare for Australian farms. In fact, only one major 
non-conformity has ever been raised (against 2.1.1). ASC approved variances override the Standard 
requirements, and instead defer to local regulations for benthic and water quality indicators. 
Tasmania’s regulations do not require farmers to conduct benthic sampling, but rather use visual 
surveys.91 Instead, seven out of the 11 non-conformities raised against Principle 2 indicators (2.5.5; 
2.5.6) related to marine mammal and/or bird deaths.   
 
Compared to other jurisdictions, Australian farms are commonly assessed with major non-conformities 
under Principle 7 (be a good neighbour and conscientious citizen) indicators 7.1.1- 7.1.3. These 
addressed concerns surrounding community engagement and consultation, complaint procedures and 
notifications.  
 
By far, Section 8 (requirements for producers of smolts) indicators received the most minor non-
conformities raised for Australian salmon farms (78 out of 275). While these non-conformities occurred 
over many Section 8 indicators, the top-raised include 8.4 (maximum total amount of phosphorus 
released into the environment), 8.33 (minimum oxygen saturation in the outflow) and 8.23 (proactive 
consultation with Indigenous communities). Principles 6 (develop and operate farms in a socially 
responsible manner) and 2 (conserve natural habitat, local biodiversity and ecosystem function) had 39 
minor non-conformities each. Again, most of these are related to indicators 2.5.5 and 2.5.6 (maximum 
number of lethal incidents). Non-conformities in relation to Principles 5 (manage disease and parasites 
in a sustainable manner) and 7 (be a good neighbour and conscientious citizen) indicators were also 
common. Ten audits, representing seven farms, had a minor non-conformity raised for exceeding the 
maximum unexplained mortality allowed (≤ 40 per cent of total mortalities) under indicator 5.1.6. In 
notes, auditors said they believed the high numbers of unexplained mortalities could be attributed to 
staff failing to properly classify mortalities.  For example, staff commonly reported the cause of death 
as ‘unknown’ instead of using a defined carcass classification such as disease-related, poor performers, 
mature, environmental, handling, etc. 
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Figure 7. Australia: Major and minor non-conformities by principle 
 
 
Canada (B.C.) 
None of the farms on the east coast of Canada has been certified by ASC, so the following comments 
related solely to British Columbia (B.C.). Thirty-One B.C. ASC certified farms were reviewed. On review 
of 45 audits (31 initial; 14 surveillance), 82 major non-conformities and 184 minors have been raised. 
On average, Canadian audits had 1.8 major and four minor non-conformities. 
 
Over half (46) of the major non-conformities found in Canadian farms related to Principle 2 (conserve 
natural habitat, local biodiversity and ecosystem function) indicators. For all but one, these non-
conformities were raised because benthic sampling had not been completed, due to early auditing. 
Major non-conformities against Principle 6 (develop and operate farms in a socially responsible 
manner) indicators were also common for Canadian farms.  
 
Some of the first B.C. farms to apply for ASC certification received major non-conformities raised for 
high on-farm sea lice counts exceeding the Standard’s 3.1.7 metric requirement (0.1 female lice per 
farmed fish). These were closed using variances that override the Standard’s metric, replacing it with 
the Canadian regulatory level of three motile lice per farmed fish.92 93 Since the sea lice variance 
approvals were granted, auditors have applied them to every subsequent audit and have typically failed 
to provide a justification for doing so. In effect, the metric requirement of the Standard is treated as if 
it does not apply anywhere in British Columbia, regardless of the site-specific conditions of the farm 
(see Part 3 for further discussion). 
 
Other farms certified early on received major non-conformities for high copper levels (4.7.3 and 4.7.4). 
Variances were granted to close these non-conformities,94 95 however, were likely not necessary as the 
ASC Standard and audit manual instructs CABs to review reference site copper levels in relation to 
‘naturally high’ background concentrations when coppers levels are above the Standard requirement.96   
Principle 2 (conserve natural habitat, local biodiversity and ecosystem function) indicators are most 
often raised as minor non-conformities in B.C. farms. Again, a number of these are associated with the 
benthic monitoring indicators and early audits. Principle 4 (use resources in an environmentally and 
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efficient manner) is the second most commonly raised due to various indicators. The largest number of 
non-conformities were raised for indicators 4.5.2 (evidence that non-biological waste from grow-out 
site is either disposed of properly or recycled) and 4.7.4 (copper levels). These are followed by Principle 
3 (protect the health and genetic integrity of wild populations) where indicator 3.1.4 had the highest 
number of minors raised, due to farms failing to record or conduct on-farm sea lice counts.  
 
 

 

Figure 8. Canada (B.C.): Major and minor non-conformities by principle 

 

Chile  
Sixty-nine ASC certified Chilean salmon farms were reviewed. Eighty-one Chilean ASC audits were 
analysed (69 initial; 12 surveillance), with a total of 313 major and 756 minor non-conformities. 
Globally, Chilean farms had the highest average number of non-conformities per audit: 3.8 majors and 
9.3 minors.  
 
Principle 2 (conserve natural habitat, local biodiversity and ecosystem function) indicators are 
responsible for 90 major non-conformities, the majority of which were the benthic indicators (2.1.1; 
2.1.2; 2.1.3), due to early auditing. Other Principle 2 non-conformities include water quality testing 
(2.2.4) where farms had failed to follow the Standard’s methodology.  
 
Both Principle 4 (use resources in an environmentally and efficient manner) and Section 8 
(requirements for producers of smolt) had just over 60 major non-conformities each. Various indicators 
were raised for Principle 4 and Section 8. However, the top-raised indicators include 4.2.1 (fish meal 
dependency ratio), 4.7.4 (copper levels) and smolt requirement 8.4 (maximum total amount of 
phosphorus). 
 
Nearly a quarter (182 out of 756) of minor non-conformities fell under Principle 4 (use resources in an 
environmentally and efficient manner) indicators. The most commonly raised indicators were 
associated with fish feed: 4.3.2 (fish source feed score), 4.4.3 (transgenic raw materials disclosure) and 
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4.2.1/4.2.2 (fishmeal and fish oil forage fish dependency ratios). Seventeen farms received minor non-
conformities for indicator 4.6.1 (energy use assessment). Under Section 8 (requirements for producers 
of smolt) there were a high number of minor non-conformities (175) due to a range of issues across 
indicators, with the highest number relating to 8.9 (energy use assessment for smolt facility), 8.4 
(maximum total amount of phosphorus released), 8.10 (records of greenhouse gas emissions) 8.32, 
(water quality monitoring matrix for open systems) and 8.18 (evidence of conformance with OIE code).  
 
A total of 111 minor non-conformities were raised under Principle 6 (develop and operate farms in a 
socially responsible manner) and 103 against Principle 2 (conserve natural habitat, local biodiversity 
and ecosystem function) indicators. Benthic monitoring indicators 2.1.1-2.1.3 and 2.2.1 (dissolved 
oxygen) were the most commonly raised.  
 
 

 
Figure 9. Chile: Major and minor non-conformities by principle 
 

 

 

Denmark and the Faroe Islands 
Seven Danish farms were reviewed, with six of these located in the Faroe Islands.  On review of 12 
audits (7 initial; 5 surveillance), 35 major non-conformities and 123 minors have been raised. On 
average, Danish audits had 2.9 major and 10 minor non-conformities per audit.  
 
The most major and second-most minor non-conformities fell under Principle 6 (develop and operate 
farms in a socially responsible manner) indicators. It was also common for indicators under Principles 2 
(conserve natural habitat, local biodiversity and ecosystem function), 3 (protect the health and integrity 
of wild populations) and 5 (manage disease and parasites in an environmentally responsible manner) 
to receive major non-conformities.   Overall, indicators 2.1.4 (definition of site-specific Allowable Zone 
of Effect (AZE)) and 3.1.7 (on-farm sea lice counts) resulted in the highest number of major non-
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conformities. Four Faroes farms failed to have a site-specific AZE completed because they were 
intending to use peak biomass sampling to define the area, but their audits were conducted prior to 
peak biomass. Four out of the six Faroes farms experienced sea lice levels above the ASC requirement. 
 
Thirty minor non-conformities were raised under Principle 2 (conserve natural habitat, local biodiversity 
and ecosystem function) indicators - mostly related to the benthic sampling (i.e. early auditing) and 
Criterion 2.5 (interaction with wildlife, including predators) indicators due to lack of documentation and 
untimely public posting of data.  
 
 

 
Figure 10. Denmark and the Faroe Islands: Major and minor non-conformities by principle 
 
 
Ireland  
Assessing trends for Irish farms is challenging given that only three farms are certified and one farm’s 
certificate has expired.  Of the six audits reviewed (4 initial; 2 surveillance), there were a total of 24 
major and 48 minor non-conformities raised.  
 
The highest major and minor non-conformities were for Principle 6 (develop and operate farms in a 
socially responsible manner) indicators. This is followed by non-conformities against Principle 2 
(conserve natural habitat, local biodiversity and ecosystem function) due to the benthic monitoring 
indicators and Principle 3 (protect the health and genetic integrity of wild populations) indicators. Three 
farms received minor non-conformities against indicator 3.1.6 (sea lice monitoring on wild out-
migrating salmonoids) due to the government prohibition of wild salmon capture and interception – 
this was closed with a variance exempting the farms from monitoring.97  None of the farms had regular 
community consultations as required under indictor 7.1.1 (regular and meaningful consultation and 
engagement with community).  
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Figure 11. Ireland: Major and minor non-conformities by principle 
 
 
Norway 
A total of 121 Norwegian salmon farms were reviewed. Two-hundred and seventy-four ASC audits were 
analysed (121 initial; 138 surveillance; 15 re-certification), with a total of 273 major and 1,479 minor 
non-conformities. Norwegian audits had an average of 1 major and 5.3 minor non-conformities. 
 
The most commonly raised major non-conformities occur under Principle 6 (develop and operate farms 
in a socially responsible manner) indicators. Early auditing is also common in Norway and this, in turn, 
causes many non-conformities for the benthic sampling indicators (2.1.1; 2.1.2; 2.1.3) under Principle 
2 (conserve natural habitat, local biodiversity and ecosystem function) – 52 majors and 259 minors. 
Fifteen major and 96 minor non-conformities were associated with sea lice related indicators under 
Principle 3 (protect the health and integrity of wild populations). This included farms that had not 
established a maximum sea lice load for the area-based management and farm site (3.1.3) and/or 
breached the Standard’s sea lice metric of 0.1 mature female per fish (3.1.7). A number of these also 
related to indicator 3.1.6 (sea lice monitoring on wild out-migrating salmonoids), as Norwegian 
authorities do not allow the sampling of wild salmon/trout.  
 
Inadequate regular community consultation for both the grow-out (7.1.1) and smolt producers (8.20) 
accrued 18 major and 66 minor non-conformities. Other Section 8 (requirements for producers of 
smolt) non-conformities run the gamut: indicators 8.4 (maximum total amount of phosphorus 
released), 8.21 (community complaints policy) and 8.15 (allowance for use of therapeutic treatments 
that include antibiotics or chemicals that are banned).  
 
Thirty-eight major and 209 minor non-conformities were raised for Principle 4 (use resources in an 
environmentally efficient and responsible manner) indicators. The majority of these were found under 
Criterion 4.2 (use of wild fish for feed) and Criterion 4.6 (energy consumption and greenhouse gas 
emissions on farms) indicators.  
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Figure 12. Norway: Major and minor non-conformities by principle 
 
 
U.K. (Scotland) 
Assessing trends for Scottish farms is challenging given that only one farm was certified as of April 1, 
2018. In addition, one farm’s certificate has expired, another has withdrawn and a few are listed as 
cancelled. Six audits were reviewed (3 initial; 3 surveillance), which included a total of 21 major and 51 
minor non-conformities.  
 
The audits show non-conformities for sea lice indicators (3.1.3; 3.1.4 and 3.1.7) under Principle 3 
(protect the health and genetic integrity of wild populations) were regularly raised for Scottish audits. 
This was due to farms failing to establish a maximum sea lice load for the area-based management and 
farm. Non-conformity was also raised due to untimely public sea lice reporting. Major and minor non-
conformities were raised for Principle 2 (conserve natural habitat, local biodiversity and ecosystem 
function) benthic monitoring indicators. 
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Figure 13. U.K. (Scotland): Major and minor non-conformities by principle 
 
 

Failure to Raise Non-conformities 
On review of the specific metric indicators globally, 102 instances of failure to raise non-conformities 
were found (8 Canada; 8 Chile; 10 Faroe Islands; 3 Ireland; 67 Norway; 6 U.K.). These were instances 
where the absence of data, or the metric value of data that was recorded, or the auditor’s notes 
indicated that a non-conformity ought to have been raised.  
 
The majority (88 out of 102) were related to the benthic indicators of Principle 2 (conserve natural 
habitat, local biodiversity and ecosystem function). Sixty-seven were a result of early auditing, meaning 
benthic sampling at peak biomass could not have been completed. Six audits used outdated results 
from previous production cycles to demonstrate conformance, which contravenes the Standard’s 
Appendix I-1 that outlines sampling methodology for the current production cycle. A number of 
Norwegian audits used data from early in the production cycle (e.g. 23 per cent of peak biomass). 
Numerous audits raised a non-conformity for indicator 2.1.1 but did not for the other necessary benthic 
indicators (2.1.2; 2.1.3).  One Norwegian farm failed to provide any peak biomass sampling results to 
demonstrate conformance during its three-year certification validity.98 The farm’s initial and 
surveillance audits relied on sampling done at 23 per cent of peak biomass. None of the three audits 
raised a non-conformity for this. In addition, 19 audits indicated benthic monitoring results breached 
the Standard’s required threshold, yet did not raise a non-conformity.  
 
The remaining fourteen cases of failure to raise non-conformities were related to indicators 3.1.7; 4.2.1; 
4.2.2; 5.1.5; 5.1.6 and 5.2.5. In four instances farms breached the ASC’s on-farm sea lice metric (3.1.7); 
three of these were for Norwegian farms and one was for a Faroe Island farm. Two Chilean farms 
nominally exceeded indicator 4.2.1 (wild fish meal dependency ratio), while one Canadian audit noted 
a grossly high metric for the same indicator. This farm’s metric appears at odds with other Canadian 
and global data reported for indicator 4.2.1 and it is therefore assumed to be incorrect. One Norwegian 
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farm reported a high metric for indicator 4.2.2 (wild fish oil dependency ratio). The CAB raised a non-
conformity for the farm’s failure to submit the value to the ASC, but not for the value itself.  
 
Indicator 5.1.5 requires that on-farm viral disease-related mortality should be equal to or less than ten 
per cent during the most recent production cycle. This calculation includes mortalities classified as viral 
disease-related, unspecified and unexplained. One Norwegian farm reported 12.46 per cent (nearly all 
being unexplained), and auditor notes explained another 205,048 fish were destroyed due to Infectious 
Salmon Anemia (ISA)) – representing approximately 20.67 per cent of the farm.99 The auditor failed to 
raise a non-conformance. Another five Norway farms were assessed as compliant in their initial audits, 
however the auditors relied on metrics derived from the current and not yet completed production 
cycle. However, audit notes showed these farms exceeded the requirement during their last production 
cycle. The ASC audit manual instructs CABs that the most recently completed production cycle metric 
should be used for conformance with indicator 5.1.5. 
 
Indicator 5.1.6 requires that the unexplained mortality rate from each of the previous two production 
cycles should be no more than 40 per cent of total mortalities for farms with total mortality greater 
than six per cent. One Norwegian surveillance audit’s notes showed the farm had breached this 
requirement in a previous cycle with 73.9 per cent.100 No non-conformity was raised. 
 
Another Norwegian farm recorded a Parasiticide Treatment Index (PTI) score of 15.6 – above the 
indicator (5.2.5) requirement of 13 or less.101 The CAB raised a non-conformity for the farm’s failure to 
submit the value to the ASC, but not for the value itself.  
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BOX 2 FIRST NATIONS OPPOSED AND EVICTED SALMON FARMS  
GRANTED ASC CERTIFICATION 

 
As part of the Standard’s social sustainability indicators, Criterion 7.2 (Respect for indigenous and aboriginal 
cultures and traditional territories) requires that farms are respectful of the traditional territories of 
Indigenous groups.102 The criterion’s intent is to ensure farms identify groups who are negatively impacted 
by their farming activities and address those impacts satisfactorily. The Standard requires farms to have 
consulted with the relevant territorial government and to have come to a protocol agreement. If an 
agreement is not in place, the farm must be in an “active process” to establish an agreement. Criterion 7.2 
requirements are stated to be consistent with the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples. Furthermore, Criterion 7.3 (access to resources) requires farms do not restrict community access 
to vital resources without approval.  
 
Despite these seemingly strong requirements, at least seven ASC certified B.C. farmsxv are sited in unceded 
First Nations territories where salmon farming has been actively opposed for decades.103 104105  These First 
Nations assert that salmon farms have affected their aboriginal rights by restricting their access to marine 
resources, including but not limited to, their traditional salmon and herring fisheries and shellfish beds.  
 
During 2016 and 2017, members of the Musgmagw Dzawada’enuwx and ‘Namgis First Nations issued 
notices of eviction to and occupied Broughton Archipelago salmon farms within their territories, leading to 
much media attention and legal action. 106 107 108109 Some of these salmon farms are ASC certified.  
 
In the audits for seven farms opposed by local First Nations, this review found that the auditors failed to 
identify the indigenous territory in which the farms are sited.110 111 112 113 114 115 116  They also omitted the 
publicly declared First Nations opposition to the farms. Zero non-conformities were raised. Audit evidence 
for farm “conformance” included the auditors’ general comments that the farming company(s) operate in 
some Indigenous territories and have several agreements in place. While salmon farming companies do have 
agreements in place with some B.C. First Nations, it is unequivocally clear that they do not apply to the 
territories in which these opposed farms operate, where no protocol agreements are in place. Only three 
(out of seven) of the audits recognized that no protocol agreement was in place. 
  
Audit reports relied on company outreach to the relevant First Nation (e.g. letters inviting a meeting despite 
the known, public stance of opposition)117 in answer to this criterion.  Auditors failed to provide evidence of 
an ‘active process’ or ‘continued consultations’ as instructed by the Standard and audit manual.  
 
Farm regulatory approvals were deemed sufficient evidence that Indigenous groups were consulted. 
However, this evidence of consultation was challenged in one audit report by a Kwiakah Nation 
representative who stated such an interpretation was not supported by section 35 of the Constitution Act, 
which stipulates the Crown has a duty to consult Indigenous Canadians before taking actions that may affect 
their aboriginal rights or title.118   
 
The intent of criterion 7.2, to address potential negative impacts on indigenous communities by ensuring 
proactive consultation and protocol agreements, becomes moot in circumstances where First Nations 
adamantly oppose salmon farming in their traditional territories. In practice, the criterion only appears to 
‘work’ when Indigenous groups are willing to engage with salmon farming within their territory.  ASC-
certified farms that do not have Indigenous consent to operate in their traditional waters are 
misrepresenting the Standard’s claim to be ‘socially responsible’ in regard to respecting First Nations’ rights 
and title. 
  

                                                           
xv First Nations opposed fish farms that are ASC certified as of May 2018: Burdwood, Doctor Islets, Glacier Falls, Maude, Phillips Arm, Sir 
Edmund and Wicklow.  
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Closure of Non-conformities 
There were 64 audits that recorded major and/or minor non-conformities closed past the CAR 
stipulated deadlines. A further three audits were found to have ‘open’ major non-conformities, yet the 
farms remained certified.  
 
The CAR statesxvi major non-conformities should be closed within three months of the date of the initial 
audit, otherwise a full re-audit is required. Major non-conformities should also be closed before 
certification can be granted. After initial certification, major non-conformities identified at surveillance 
audits (or anytime during the validity of the certificate) should also be closed within three months – 
however a onetime extension of three months is allowed in the event of “circumstances beyond the 
control of the client”.119   
 
A total of 153 major non-conformities across 48 audits (25 initial; 21 surveillance; 2 re-certification) 
were found to have closure dates past the required three months (i.e. 94 days or longer). The closures 
ranged from 94 to 322 days. These violations of the CAR requirement occurred globally in audits (e.g. 
Australia, Canada, Chile, Faroe Islands, Ireland, Norway and Scotland). Auditors recorded extensions to 
27 major non-conformities. Eight major non-conformities attributed their late closure dates to delayed 
VR approvals. The remaining 118 major non-conformities simply listed closure dates beyond the three 
month deadline.  
 
CAR version 2.1 states minor non-conformities should be closed within three months, however, a one-
year extension is allowed “if necessary”. Therefore, auditors can take up to 458 days to close a minor 
non-conformity. On review, 173 minor non-conformities over 22 audits were found to have been closed 
past the deadline. These ranged from 460 to 807 days.  
 
An additional three audits were found to have open major non-conformities representing a clear 
violation of the CAR requirement. The auditor for a certified Faroes farm that exceeded the required 
Parasiticide Treatment Index (PTI) score by more than 100 per cent stated that the closure of the major 
non-conformity awaited ASC’s approval of a variance.120 However, 15 months later no such variance is 
recorded on the ASC website.121 Another audit recorded an open major due to the farm exceeding the 
phosphorus effluent level for smolt producers. Despite this, the auditor granted certification, stating, 
“SCS recommends the farm be certified provided the new production cycle will not use smolt from 
open systems”.122  
 
One Australian audit listed two open major non-conformities in relation to the farm’s smolt provider’s 
repeated exceedance of the phosphorus effluent level and recorded degradation of the downstream 
environment.123 The auditor notes the “[Client Action Plan] has been approved by the Audit Team and 
the major non-conformity remains open, without auditable deadlines detailed in the CAP”, and that 
“final demonstration of conformance” is scheduled for nearly two years after the audit; at which time 
suspension of the farm’s certificate will be initiated unless demonstration of improvement is evidenced.  
 
To validate their actions, the CAB cited an interpretation on the ASC’s Interpretation Platform.124 The 
platform allows the ASC to provide clarifications to auditors on items such as terminology or text within 
a Standard or CAR document. In this case, the ASC provided their interpretation125 of the CAR’s “action 
plans” and “conformity” regarding the closure of major non-conformities,xvii stating: 

▪ the implementation of an action plan (i.e. not the closure of a non-conformity) must begin 
within three months of the major non-conformity’s detection; 

                                                           
xvi CARv2.1 17.10.1.2 
xvii 17.10.1.2 d) iii. A-D 
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▪ the closure of the major non-conformity may be extended to a timeline informed by the 
requirement in the Standard indicators or action plan milestones (i.e. closure may be beyond 
six months); 

▪ surveillance audits should be used to assess progress of the corrective actions (i.e. leaving the 
major non-conformance open for annual review); and 

▪ suspension of the farm’s certificate should be initiated where the client fails to meet action 
plan milestones.  

 
The ASC interpretation fails to provide a maximum time allowed for the extension/closure of major 
non-conformity; thereby enabling major non-conformities to remain open for an indefinite amount of 
time.  This is in direct conflict with the CAR which states major non-conformities may only be extended 
“once for a maximum period of three months”xviii and that a CAB should “suspend the certificate if a 
major non-conformity remains open after six months”.xix  
 
While client action plans may be an effective way to encourage a farm to conform with the Salmon 
Standard, in this case the ASC has used the interpretation platform to substantially alter the 
requirements for certification. The interpretation opens the door to certification of farms clearly not 
performing according to the Standard:  an auditor could recommend granting certification or the 
continued certification for a farm despite finding an unlimited number of major non-conformities which 
may remain open for an unspecified length of time, provided an action plan exists. 
 
Furthermore, there was no evidence found that this, or other ASC interpretations, were vetted through 
a governance body such as the ASC’s Technical Advisory Group or Supervisory Board. Such substantial 
amendments to the CAR or Standard should be required to go through a due process such as an 
operational review.  
 
 

Findings 
❖ Globally, a total of 3,726 non-conformities have been raised by auditors: 790 major and 2,936 

minor.  
❖ The average initial farm audit detected 2.33 major and 9.30 minor non-conformities. The 

average surveillance audit had 0.98 major and 2.82 minor non-conformities. The average 
recertification audit had 1.31 major and 4.68 minor non-conformities. Only 32 (out of 456) 
audits had zero non-conformities: two initial and 30 surveillance audits.  

❖ Chilean farms typically have the highest number of non-conformities with an average of 13.1 
non-conformities per audit (3.8 major and 9.3 minor).  

❖ Early auditing, before harvest, is the reason for the high number of non-conformities raised 
under Principle 2 (benthic monitoring indicators), where audits are conducted before peak 
biomass sampling. These were the most commonly raised indicators for all regions except 
Australia. 

❖ Despite the ability to do so, no CAB has ever raised a non-conformity against a client under CAR 
requirement 17.1.2.1 for failing to have all required performance data because of early 
auditing.  

❖ Aside from the non-conformities relating to early auditing and Principle 2’s benthic monitoring 
indicators, the following were commonly raised: marine mammal and bird mortalities in 
Australia; various sea lice indicators for Canada, Faroe Islands, Ireland, Norway and Scotland; 
various Principle 6 (social impacts) indicators in Faroe Islands, Ireland and Norway; and various 
Section 8 (smolt facilities) indicators in Australia, Chile and Norway.  

                                                           
xviii17.10.1.2 d) ii.  
xix 17.10.1.2 f) 
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❖ Principle 7 (be a good neighbour and conscientious citizen) community engagement indicators 
were commonly raised in Australia, Ireland and Norway. Non-conformities in relation to 
evidence of regular and meaningful consultation and engagement with community 
representatives and organisations (7.1.1) was particularly pronounced.  

❖ The absence of non-conformities in relation to Principle 7 Criterion 7.2 (respect for Indigenous 
and aboriginal cultures and traditional territories) was noted in Canadian farm audits, despite 
First Nations opposition to salmon farming in their unceded territories. A number of these 
opposed farms are ASC-certified. 

❖ There were 102 instances where audit evidence or metrics indicated a non-conformity ought 
to have been raised but wasn’t. This equates to 12 per cent of audit reports (56 out of 456) 
where auditors failed to raise a non-conformity. It is most often the benthic indicators (2.1.1-
2.1.3) against which auditors fail to raise a non-conformity and this explains why some audit 
reports had more than one failure noted. In addition, there were at least 29 instances where 
metric data clearly violated the Standard. 

❖ There were 326 instances (153 major; 173 minor) where the reported closure of non-
conformities was past the stipulated CAR deadline. This equates to 14 per cent of audit reports 
(64 out of 456) where the auditors failed to close out non-conformities within the required 
timeframe. 

❖ Three audits were found to have open major non-conformities – yet the farms remained 
certified. One of these audits relies on an ASC interpretation that allows a major non-
conformity to remain open (with an action plan and assessed progress) without a time limit for 
closure. This contravenes the CAR’s stated deadlines for extension, closure and for initiating 
suspensions. 
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ASC Response to Key Recommendations in SeaChoice Report: Global 
Review of the Aquaculture Stewardship Council’s Salmon Standard 

Recommendation: 

1. Strengthen the Quality Assurance (QA) framework: Continue to monitor and ensure that
Certification Assessment Bodies (CABs) are providing the required metrics within audit reports to
demonstrate compliance; are assessing standard indicators correctly; raising and closing non-
compliance appropriately; applying variances suitably and posting audit reports on time.

ASC Response: ASC have several improvement initiatives in place to strengthen quality 
assurance (QA) work and the quality of auditor training since the formation of our Programme 
Assurance team in 2017. 

SeaChoice has agreed that the level of detail has already improved due to QA work and continues 
to improve over time. However, information related to some indicators was not recorded in detail 
in some of the reports completed just after the ASC Salmon Standard become operational. ASC 
acknowledges that it is imperative to give further instruction to auditors so they know exactly 
how to report metrics within audit reports and has taken steps to improve instruction to CABs.  

In addition: 

• In 2017 ASC brought the QA reviewers together to evaluate the current process and seek
improvements for the first time. A second meeting is planned with the reviewers later this
year to ensure that they are up-to-date with changes in the system, including updates to
the standards, CAR requirements and interpretations. Going forward, these meetings will
be part of an annual event for both our trainers and QA reviewers.

• ASC has begun using two methods to review audits reports, adding a risk-based approach
to review additional filings.

• We have created a database of QA reviews, which has provided an overview of the
reporting performance of individual CABs. The information serves two purposes, providing
CABs with information to inform improvements and strengthening ASI’s oversight of
CABs.

• ASC is improving the quality of auditor training by introducing case studies and providing
more information on the CAR. Furthermore, we are providing instruction on how use the
audit report template— especially how to fill out metric data—to improve reporting quality.

• Since 1 January 2017, an audit report template has been provided to CABs. The template
contributes to improving consistency and improved report quality, as mentioned by
SeaChoice. ASC is working to further improve this process by creating a web-based
reporting format, with a template that can only be submitted if all metric information is
properly submitted.

Appendices 

Appendix A
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ASC recognizes that the challenges in defining major and minor NCs are multi-fold and need to be 
addressed over time with the assistance of the TAG. Underlying challenges to these definitions 
include, but are not be limited to: 

• Inconsistencies in standards developed by different Aquaculture Dialogues over time. 
Some standards set clearer requirements than the others, whereas other standards give 
guidance for auditors within the standards. 

• Inconsistencies within the same standards regarding types of indicators (metric-based, 
performance-based, practice-based). Setting well- functional level of non-conformance to 
different types of indicators requires both data and experience. 

• The difference in reporting requirements by ASC in contrast to those required by other 
global aquaculture certifications. The performance based compliance criteria introduced 
by ASC requires a more robust level of reporting than the practice-based standards 
schemes that auditors were accustomed to. 
 

Major changes to the current process of raising NCs will likely take place during the next CAR 
review and revision in 2019, in connection with the first phase of the aligned standard. 

Despite these realities, the ASC wishes to improve consistency across all of our standards and is 
developing further auditor guidance to provide clarity on when to raise a non-compliance and 
how to judge its severity. The guidance in development includes feedback on lessons learned 
from farm certification reports to illustrate different interpretations and to foster better 
understanding of the process by developing a baseline for future reference that can be used by 
CABs. 

Recommendation:  

2. Clarify the application and consequence of non-conformities: Validate the standard’s stated 100 
per cent compliance requirement by reinforcing that farms are either ‘conforming’ (i.e. meets the 
standard) or ‘non-conforming’ (i.e. does not meet the standard). Minor non-conformities should 
only be non-critical in nature (e.g. administrative). Farms in major non-compliance to the standard 
should not be certified. If a major non-compliance is raised after the initial certification, the farm 
should not be able to use the label. Provide further rules in regard to suspension, re-instatement 
and withdrawal of certificates.  

 

ASC Response: ASC scheme documents do not define any indictors as “non-critical in nature”. 
The programme prohibits the issue of a certificate in cases where a major non-conformity 
remains open after 3 months. While the independent programme maintained by ASC requires that 
CABs make the final certification decision, if ASC finds that a farm with open major NCs has 
become certified ASI will take action. 

No scheme can provide 100% guarantees, however, the oversight provided by ASI and ASC as a 
third-party certification scheme provides a high level of assurance regarding CAB’s performance. 
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This level of assurance is further supplemented due to the transparency of the scheme, whereby 
stakeholders have full access to audit reports and are actively invited to provide feedback. 

ASC has already provided some guidance on differentiation between suspension and withdrawal 
on the interpretation platform. Further guidance, potentially including new requirements, will be 
considered in the next CAR revision, which will start in 2019. 

Recommendation:  

3. Revise the PTI proposal to reflect actual global best practice: The standard should continue to 
 define what is the top global performance and not allow regional variations that substantially 
weaken the standard. Do not remove the potential lobster impacts from the criteria. Establish an 
acceptable ABM parasiticide load and number of allowed treatments within the ABM.   
 

ASC Response: The PTI revision is scheduled to be completed by early 2019. The majority of 
these recommendations have been received from SeaChoice via the stakeholder comments 
during the public consultation period. ASC will reflect on these additional recommendations. 

Recommendation:  

4. Consider further reductions to the Fishmeal and Fish Oil Forage Fish Dependency Ratios: 1.0 
FFDRm and 2.30 FFDRo which reflect current best practices.   
 

ASC Response: The current FFDRm/o scores were revised and released in April 2017. Although it 
is too early to introduce a new revision at this moment, we do appreciate the numerical insights 
SeaChoice has provided. ASC will reflect on these numbers during the next revision of FFDRm/o.  

Recommendation:  

5. Require further performance indicators be publicly reported: These should include, but not limited 
to: escapes, parasiticide and antibiotic use.   
 

ASC Response: ASC is developing a reporting portal for (salmon) farms which will enable us to 
collect and report date in a more systemic manner. We appreciate the recommendations from 
SeaChoice and will review them during the development of the portal. 

Recommendation:  

6. Develop an ABM approach to all standards: Establish requirements for potential cumulative 
impacts in relation to standards’ environmental indicators.  
 

ASC Response: An ABM approach for all ASC farms is not foreseen at this time. However, the 
recommendation has been registered and will be considered in due time. 
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Recommendation:  

7. Improve the variance request process and its application: Incorporate expert and stakeholder 
 input into the variance request approval process. At approval, the scope (e.g. applicable farm, 
area and dates) should be defined to avoid incorrect application by CABs. Eliminate variances 
that permanently change a standard requirement (metric, indicator, procedure) unless specifically 
envisioned in the standard.   
 

ASC Response: ASC is reviewing, and where needed revising, the VR-process. We appreciate the 
recommendations from SeaChoice and will review them during the further review/revision of the 
VR-process. 

Recommendation:  

8. Ensure the Q&A platform is used for clarifications only: The platform should be used strictly for 
providing clarification to auditors and not for interpretations that amend the intent of the standard 
or CAR. Rescind the interpretation that states intermediary sites are “out of scope” and align the 
CAR and Salmon Standard definitions of Unit of Certification to ensure that audits assess the 
complete production cycle impacts. Correct the interpretation that states the closure of a major 
non-conformity may be extended without an ASC defined deadline to correctly reflect the CAR’s 
stipulated timelines for closing a major non-conformance—the one- time three-month extension 
and suspension after six months.   
 

ASC Response: The Interpretation Platform was created by ASC to meet many needs. It provides 
guidance and additional clarification to questions frequently asked by multiple parties. It also 
serves as a place to provide practical and credible interim solutions, including interpretations 
regarding standard or CAR requirements in the periods between scheduled review and revision 
process. The platform thus helps increase both the consistency and transparency of the 
programme.  

ASC is currently revising and improving the VR process. As soon as the updates are finalized 
they will be published and made publically available on the ASC website. 

Recommendation:  

9. Demonstrate that ASC certification is leading to sustainability improvements: Conduct a data 
driven analysis to determine if certified farms are improving their practices.  
 

ASC Response: ASC is developing the M&E programme with the intent to publish periodic reports 
on the performance of farms in the programme. This data will also allow for improved insights 
into how the performance of ASC certified farms relate to the performance of the broader 
industry. As with all ASC documents, these reports will also be made public. The eTOR and 
framework for the M&E programme can be found on our website. 
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