
Floundering Around: An assessment of where European retailers stand on the sourcing of farmed fish



Floundering Around: An assessment of where European retailers stand on the sourcing of farmed fishFloundering Around: An assessment of where European retailers stand on the sourcing of farmed fish

The purpose of this report is to shed light on industry-specific issues related to the 

environmental and food security impacts of the use of wild-caught fish as feed inputs 

in the aquaculture industry. 

The information in this document has been obtained from sources believed reliable 

and in good faith but any potential interpretation of this report as making an allegation 

against a specific company or companies named would be misleading and incorrect. 

The authors accept no liability whatsoever for any direct or consequential loss arising 

from the use of this document or its contents. 

This report was published in November 2021 by the Changing Markets Foundation, 

Feedback, Deutsche Umwelthilfe, L214, Aquatic Life Institute Europe, Acción Plan-
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Executive summary

 

This report offers an overview of the positions of Europe’s largest supermarket chains on the sustainable sourcing 

of farmed fish, which is a key issue for the global food retail sector. 

It sets out to identify leaders and laggards according to their policies and practices in three priority areas:

1. The phase-out of wild-caught fish in aquaculture feed

2. Monitoring of mortalities on fish farms and blacklisting of producers with excessive mortality rates

3. Transparency in aquaculture supply chains and product labelling.

 Our findings are based on a comparative review of six scorecards covering 33 major European food retailers 

which were published by the Changing Markets Foundation and partners between March 2020 and May 2021. We 

have supplemented these with information gathered through correspondence with the same retailers between 

June and August 2021 in order to offer a comprehensive and up-to-date analysis of how the sector is positioned 

on this critical topic.

 The global aquaculture industry has experienced staggering growth over the past five decades, going from 

supplying a mere 5% of fish 40 years ago1 to accounting for over half of the fish we eat in 2021,2 and this has 

come with significant environmental and social costs. Not only does the industry impact on marine biodiver-

sity – most notably through the annual extraction of millions of tonnes of pelagic fishA from ocean food webs 

for use in aquafeed – but it also leaves communities in West Africa, Latin America and other areas in the Global 

South without essential protein and with impaired access to traditional livelihoods. In addition to this, there are 

growing concerns about the impact of intensive fish rearing itself on the welfare of farmed fish and cleaner fish,B 

which die prematurely in their millions every year as a result of poor farming practices.3

A Pelagic fish are those found near the ocean surface or in middle depths. They often move in large shoals, which greatly increases 
their detectability (see: https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/earth-and-planetary-sciences/pelagic-fish).

B Cleaner fish are commonly used by aquaculture producers to control sea lice infestations on fish farms and are subject to high 
mortality rates. The use of species such as wrasse and lumpfish is widespread in Norway and Scotland, where they are deployed 
on salmon farms in their millions. Cleaner fish can be caught in the wild or farmed. 
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Aquaculture does have the potential to help relieve the burden on our oceans – if implemented sustainably. 

In order for it to fulfil this potential, the decoupling of aquaculture and fisheries is of central importance. Sus-

tainable solutions already exist; they include alternative aquaculture feeds and the cultivation of species that 

do not require feed or that require fewer inputs. Greater transparency is also key to improving the aquaculture 

industry’s ecological footprint.

The aquaculture industry offers very little transparency regarding its production practices and routinely deflects 

attempts to draw attention to its murky underbelly: corporate reports and marketing materials highlight the 

sector’s low-carbon credentials, talking up its potential to relieve pressure on fish stocks in the wild and feed a 

growing global population with healthy protein.4 However, a significant body of scientific research and evidence 

from numerous investigations on the ground (including our own) indicate that, all too frequently, the reality does 

not match up to companies’ claims.

 Citizens and civil society organisations in fish farming countries and regions which supply wild fish for aquafeed 

have spent years campaigning to raise awareness of the damaging impacts of the global aquaculture industry. 

However, their calls for greater accountability and transparency in the sector have largely gone unheeded. Instead, 

powerful multinational companies have been given free rein to expand production without being required to 

adopt any of the responsible social and environmental practices that would be commensurate with such growth. 

Negative externalities such as pollution from fish farms and fishmeal factories, decreased food security and 

damaged livelihoods have been kept off companies’ balance sheets, with the true cost of seafood farming foisted 

on society at large — more often than not, on communities that already live a precarious existence. For example, 

research published by Just Economics in February 2021 estimated that salmon aquaculture has produced private 

and external costs of US$47 billion since 2013, with around 60% falling to producers and 40% to wider society.5 

And in June 2021, a report by Greenpeace Africa and Changing Markets found that, each year, over half a million 

tonnes of fish taken from West African waters – which could feed over 33 million people in the region – are instead 

being converted to fishmeal and fish oil (FMFO) in order to feed farmed fish and mostly in Europe and Asia.6 

A 2018 Eurobarometer survey showed that most EU citizens – 77% – buy fish from either a grocery store, super-

market or hypermarket.7 The total turnover of all European food retailers in 2018 was €3.5 trillion.8 With their 

enormous financial heft and role as intermediaries between aquaculture producers and the public, supermarkets 

are arguably among the most powerful players in the market. They are the arbiters of standards for food produc-

tion throughout their supply chains; as such, they bear a critical responsibility to hold their suppliers to account. 

Shoppers are increasingly aware of this: polling by market research firm Mintel in 2021 found that 23% of con-

sumers see retailers (e.g. supermarkets and online retailers) as ‘most responsible’ for protecting the environment.9 

 And yet, our analysis shows that, as farmed fish and seafood products begin to outnumber wild-caught species 

on supermarket shelves across Europe, European retailers are failing to perform adequate due diligence on their 

farmed fish and seafood supply chains.

Main findings

This report presents a detailed analysis of the information we gathered from retailers in the UK, Germany, Spain, 

Switzerland, Austria and France between March 2020 and August 202110 and finds that:

• No retailer has a clear target for reducing – and ultimately eliminating – wild-caught fish in feed, 

meaning that no retailer can guarantee that its aquaculture supply chain does not damage marine 

ecosystems, or people’s livelihoods and access to food in countries where FMFO are sourced.

• Retailers are taking very inadequate steps to protect fish welfare in their aquaculture supply 

chains, resulting in the unacceptable mistreatment and suffering of billions of sentient beings 

on farms and at sea.

• Retailers are failing in their duty to inform their customers about the origin of the farmed fish and 

seafood they sell. What is more, our analysis suggests that some retailers are even failing to comply 

with their legal obligations regarding the labelling of farmed aquaculture products.

Our assessment of retailer performance distinguished between four main categories – ‘Frontrunner’, ‘Heading 
in the right direction’, ‘Lack of meaningful action’ and ‘In the red zone’ – in each of the three thematic areas 

and awards retailers a colour — green, yellow, orange or red — reflecting their overall performance. The general 

picture is dismal: no retailer achieved frontrunner status in any of the three thematic areas, and no retailer’s 

overall performance was sufficient to place it in the green zone. Three-quarters of retailers landed in the red zone, 

indicating a near-total lack of substantive policies to address the relevant issues.

Clear national trends emerged, with UK and French retailers demonstrating a more sophisticated understanding 

of their aquaculture supply chains, and a few individual retailers standing out as having substantive policies on 

certain key aspects. 

In France, several retailers – Carrefour, Groupe Casino, LIDL France, Groupement Les Mousquetaires (parent 

company of Intermarché), U Enseigne Coopérative (parent company of Système U) – and two wholesalers – 

Métro France, Sysco – have recently joined an initiative which sets out to tackle aquafeed sourcing as a ‘priority’ 

by engaging with salmon producers and feed manufacturers. The group also plans to engage with their suppliers 

on the topic of fish welfare. While this is a positive development in principle, at an individual company level, our 

analysis shows that significant progress is required, with only three French retailers (Auchan, Carrefour and 

Intermarché) making it out of the red zone in our categorisation system.

As members of the Albert Schweitzer Stiftung initiative on animal welfare standards in aquaculture,11 several 

German retailers – including ALDI Nord, ALDI Süd, Edeka, REWE, LIDL Deutschland and Kaufland – also 

deserve recognition for acknowledging and seeking to address key aspects of fish welfare such as humane 

slaughter. However, it is unclear to what extent this initiative has resulted in concrete improvements in retailers’ 

practices and policies.

FIGURE1: OVERALL PERFORMANCE OF RETAILERS *
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Even so, there is significant variation among national retailers. In the UK, for example, the worst-performing su-

permarket, Iceland, failed to respond to our latest survey while Tesco, M&S and Waitrose engaged thoughtfully 

with our questions. Overall performance among German, Austrian and Swiss retailers was extremely disappointing, 

with only one retailer in each country being placed in the orange zone, none in the green or yellow zone and the 

majority in the red zone. Spanish retailers performed exceptionally badly across all three priority areas, with all 

11 companies assessed landing in the red zone.

Frontrunners

None of the 33 retailers we surveyed provided us with a gold-standard response in any of the three areas we were 

assessing – feed, welfare/mortalities and transparency/labelling – leaving us unable to identify any frontrunners 

across the board. 

Heading in the right direction

UK retailers dominated this category, with M&S, Tesco and Waitrose standing out as having the most progressive 

approaches on feed and fish welfare. On transparency, there are some promising developments to report, even 

if these fall far short of what is required.

Phase-out of wild-caught fish in aquaculture feed

While no retailer we surveyed has a truly exemplary policy on feed, French retailer Auchan informed us that it 

does have a target date for transitioning 50% of the farmed seafood it sells to feed which contains less or no FMFO.

By 2025, we want to switch 50% of our farmed products to a feed 

containing less or no FMFO (as is already the case with trout).

Swiss retailer Coop Switzerland told us that it is giving serious consideration to dropping the use of FMFO as 

an ingredient in fish feed. To begin with, it will only allow FMFO from fish-processing waste in its supply chain.

Tesco said that it is heavily involved in the promotion of alternative feed ingredients, and has created a roadmap 

on how to accelerate the inclusion of alternative ingredients in feed with WWF UK.12 It is also developing an 

aquafeed strategy to set FMFO reduction targets for all species.

AUSTRIA
SWITZERLANDFRANCE

UNITED KINGDOM

SPAIN

* Response requested from LIDL head o�ce 

*

ELEVEN RETAILERS FAILED TO PROVIDE ANY RESPONSE TO OUR SURVEY, INDICATING A WORRYING 
LACK OF REGARD FOR THE ENVIRONMENTAL AND SOCIAL IMPACTS OF THEIR AQUACULTURE SUPPLY CHAINS. 
THESE WERE: 

Credit: Shutterstock
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Monitoring of mortalities and blacklisting producers with high mortality rates

While no retailer has a policy of automatically blacklisting farms with high mortality rates, Waitrose (UK) has 

detailed procedures in place for suppliers to report on mortality and escape rates, and told us that it would blacklist 

farms with high mortality rates if no improvement was forthcoming. 

In addition, although Tesco (UK) has not defined an upper limit on mortalities and does not have a blacklisting 

policy, it does state that ‘in critical situations the supply into Tesco will be stopped’ and has put in place detailed 

procedures for reporting.

Transparency and labelling

UK retailers lead the way on supply chain transparency: since our initial engagement in 2020, several UK retailers 

have signed up to or added farmed fish to their entry on the Ocean Disclosure Project (ODP), with eight of the ten 

top UK supermarket chains disclosing information about their farmed fish supply chains through the platform.13 

M&S, while not an ODP signatory, provides a degree of transparency regarding the species breakdown and origin 

of its farmed fish and shellfish via its online sourcing map.14

Several German retailers have set up traceability systems that give customers the ability to access some informa-

tion on farmed seafood products. However, the information provided for aquaculture products does not appear 

to go much beyond what is required to be indicated on product labels by law; this means that key information 

such as the name of the farm and the composition and origin of feed ingredients is missing.

Lack of meaningful action

Retailers in this category either failed to respond to our questions altogether (see above) or did not have adequate 

policies in place.

Phase-out of wild-caught fish in aquaculture feed

Retailers in this category did not meaningfully engage with our call for the elimination of FMFO in feed, either by 

choosing not to cover this issue in their response or by superficially glossing over it. Some indicated that setting 

such a target would be impossible for technical reasons, while others chose to put their trust in sustainability 

standards rather than fully engage with the topic themselves. Spanish and Austrian retailers performed partic-

ularly badly on this issue.

Monitoring of mortalities and blacklisting producers with high mortality rates

Nearly half of retailers either failed to respond altogether or appear not to require reporting from their suppliers 

on mortalities and escapes. No retailer surveyed has a policy of  blacklisting farms with high mortality rates. 

Transparency and labelling

Retailers in this category failed to demonstrate that they had a satisfactory approach to transparency and labelling. 

Of the retailers which responded to us, a shocking 27% (13 retailers) do not include the producer or farm name 

on fish labels, do not require public reporting by their suppliers on the composition and origin of feed used on 

their farms, and do not appear to have any reporting on fish welfare indicators in place: LIDL GB (UK), ALDI 
Süd (UK), Edeka (Germany), Kaufland (Germany), El Corte Inglés (Spain), Eroski (Spain), Alcampo/Auchan 

(Spain), Carrefour (Spain), Casino/Géant Casino (France), Denner (Switzerland), LIDL (Switzerland), Migros 

(Switzerland).

Finally, our analysis also highlights diver-

gences in policies and practices on the 

sourcing of farmed fish within retailer groups 

which operate in more than one country. This 

was most striking in the cases of LIDL, whose 

various subsidiaries across Europe adhere to 

different standards and policies from country 

to country,C and the retail groups Carrefour 

and Auchan, which provided substantive 

responses covering their French operations 

but did not provide a company-level response 

in Spain, preferring instead to be represented 

by a blanket response communicated by the 

Spanish retail sector trade associations ACES 

and ANGED which was superficial and lacking 

in detail.

C We received no response from LIDL France or LIDL 
Österreich.

A dead salmon floating in a sea cage

Credit:  Compassion in World Farming
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