Chilean Salmon under Threat
March 11, 2016 – The Chilean salmon industry is enduring one of its worst crises on record.  The proliferation of micro-algae “has so far caused a mortality rate of 24,000 tonnes of salmon” involving 9 companies operating in 20 farms in the region of Los Lagos, south of the country, the National Service of Fisheries and Aquaculture (Sernapesca) reported this week.  That could reach 100,000 tonnes over the next few weeks.
The Chilean government described the situation as “complex” and linked it directly to the El Niño climate phenomenon, which has caused a hike in water temperature in the area.  A contingency plan has been implemented.  It includes facilitating fish movement from the affected cages to other areas, where there is no danger of the algae.
Algae bloom, which causes the death of salmon and other fish due to lack of oxygen, occurs this year at a time when the “ocean water is warmer due to the El Niño effect, but it is difficult to say that what generates this is global warming, because there are many factors and many abnormalities that nobody can explain,” said Sergio Palma, a doctor in biological oceanography and researcher at the Catholic University of Valparaiso.
Blumar, Camanchaca, AquaChile, Australis, and Marine Harvest are only some of the companies affected, which could face losses of up to US$800 million.
Camanchaca, one of the leading companies, estimates its losses at around 1.5 million fish; that’s approximately half of the firm’s total crop of 3 million salmon.  Total losses are valued at around US$22.2 million.  Another firm hit was AquaChile, which reported the death of 2.3 million Atlantic salmon, at an estimated value of US$15 million.  The company underlined that its production “does not have insurance against this risk.”
More than 10,000 jobs are at stake because of the salmon deaths in Chile, according to the Workers Central Union (CUT).  It questioned the government and companies for not “having anticipated the crisis.”  Nevertheless, Salmon Chile, the sector’s main chamber, said that was impossible, as it’s a phenomenon “not seen in the last 26 years.”
Salmon farming is, along with copper and the pulp mill sectors, one of the stars of Chilean export basket.  In 2007, Chile became the 2nd largest producer of salmon, surpassed only by Norway.  But a surge of the ISA virus resulted in a large number of deaths in the fish population, causing a drastic reduction in production.  The ISA virus, which causes internal bleeding in the fish, only affects Atlantic salmon.
Production under Scrutiny
But the proliferation of micro-algae and a harsher El Niño this year might not be the only reason behind the sector’s crisis.
Industry experts and environmental groups linked the recent deaths to the way the Chilean salmon industry works — questioned in recent years for using cramped cages to hold the fish, which are fed with dried food made out of soybeans and corn and are subject to a large amount of antibiotics.
Lagos University researchers Sandra Ríos and Alejandro Buschmann said that the type of food given to the salmon leads to a high level of nutrients mixed in the water through the feces, such as phosphorus and carbon.  Those nutrients lower the level of oxygen in the cages where the salmon is held.  That increase the levels of algae, which cover the fish’s gills and leads to their death.
A bacteria known as SRS has filled the coastal waters off Chile on the last few years, forcing farmers to increase antibiotic use, because there is no vaccine.  Heavy use of antibiotics in animals can spawn drug-resistant superbugs and endanger human health, experts have claimed.  The fish are raised in such unnatural conditions that the salmon farmers end up having to implement a process in order to effectively dye the flesh pink.
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