
Slicegate: Anatomy & Chronology of an Environmental Lobotomy 

 

- How the Scottish Environmental Protection Agency was Sliced to death by the Scottish 

Government and salmon farming lobby  

 

Synopsis: 

 

Documents disclosed via Freedom of Information by the Scottish Environment Protection 

Agency (SEPA) and the Scottish Government reveal a fascinating story of political intrigue, 

state-sponsored censorship, intimidation by big business and lobbying by the salmon farming 

industry which effectively muzzled Scotland's environmental watchdog and staved off a ban 

on a toxic chemical known to kill crustaceans such as lobsters.   

 

Events played out predominantly in August 2016 - fleshed out in the form of emails obtained 

by the Global Alliance Against Industrial Aquaculture - reveal that plans by SEPA to ban 

Slice (Emamectin benzoate) manufactured by chemical giant Merck Sharpe Dohme were 

shelved following a last-minute intervention from the Scottish Government acting on behalf 

of the Scottish Salmon Producers Organisation (SSPO). 

 

The email exchanges could be lifted from the pages of John Le Carre's political thriller 'The 

Constant Gardener' and echo the Watergate scandal as told in 'All the Presidents Men' (cue 

#Slicegate).    

http://www.gaaia.org/
https://twitter.com/search?q=%23slicegate&src=typd
http://www.vibes.org.uk/media/15577/sepablog.png
https://www.pinterest.com/mediamed/surgery-cartoons/


Award-winning environmental journalist Rob Edwards has tracked the story in a series of 

exclusive articles published in The Sunday Herald and The Ferret:  

 

Editorial: "Independent scrutiny is a cornerstone of democracy"  

Sunday Herald: "Revealed: Scottish Government put pressure on Sepa to drop ban on toxic 

pesticide" 

The Ferret: "Fish farm industry ‘lashes out’ on pesticide controls" 

Editorial: "Welcome move in pesticide scandal" 

Sunday Herald: "Fish farms industry now at war with SEPA over toxic-loch pesticide" 

The Ferret: "Scottish Government under fire for helping block pesticide ban"  

Editorial: "Holyrood must investigate pesticide claims"  

Sunday Herald: "Scottish government accused of intervening to block ban on toxic pesticide"  

The Ferret: "Revealed: secret role of US drug company in fish farm pesticide row" 

Sunday Herald: "Scottish government accused of colluding with drug giant over pesticides 

scandal" 

The Ferret: "Ban on polluting pesticide dropped after complaint from fish farmers" 

Sunday Herald: "Toxic pesticide ban scrapped after fish farm industry pressure" 

The Ferret: "Government watchdog bowed to industry pressure on fish farm pollution" 

"Crackdown on fish farm pesticides after Sunday Herald investigation" 

The Ferret: "Mapped: the 45 lochs polluted by fish farm pesticides" 

Front Page of Sunday Herald: "Revealed: Scandal of 45 Lochs Trashed by Pollution" 

 

Now, for the first time, the full extent of the political scheming and skulduggery by the 

salmon farming lobby can be dissected (further FOI requests and an appeal to the Scottish 

Information Commissioner are in the pipeline).   

 

The key players include SEPA's Chief Executive Terry A'Hearn who has been revealed to be 

a lapdog of the salmon farming lobby and Scottish Government; and Scott Landsburgh, Chief 

Executive of the Scottish Salmon Producers Organisation. 

 

 

 
 

http://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2017/11/editorial-independent-scrutiny-is-a-cornerstone-of-democracy-.html
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2017/11/sunday-herald-revealed-scottish-government-put-pressure-on-sepa-to-drop-ban-on-toxic-pesticide.html
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2017/11/sunday-herald-revealed-scottish-government-put-pressure-on-sepa-to-drop-ban-on-toxic-pesticide.html
https://theferret.scot/fish-farm-industry-pesticide-controls/
http://www.heraldscotland.com/opinion/sunday_herald_view/15384904.Welcome_move_in_pesticide_scandal/
http://www.heraldscotland.com/news/15384902.Fish_farms_industry_now_at_war_with_SEPA_over_toxic_loch_pesticide/
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2017/06/the-ferret-scottish-government-under-fire-for-helping-block-pesticide-ban-.html
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2017/06/editorial-holyrood-must-investigate-pesticide-claims-.html
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2017/06/sunday-herald-scottish-government-accused-of-intervening-to-block-ban-on-toxic-pesticide.html
https://theferret.scot/secret-drug-company-fish-farm-pesticide/
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2017/06/sunday-herald-scottish-government-accused-of-colluding-with-drug-giant-over-pesticides-scandal.html
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2017/06/sunday-herald-scottish-government-accused-of-colluding-with-drug-giant-over-pesticides-scandal.html
https://theferret.scot/pesticide-ban-dropped-fish-farmers/
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2017/03/sunday-herald-toxic-pesticide-ban-scrapped-after-fish-farm-industry-pressure.html
https://theferret.scot/sepa-sspo-emails-fish-farm-pollution/
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2017/03/crackdown-on-fish-farm-pesticides-after-sunday-herald-investigation.html
https://theferret.scot/45-lochs-polluted-fish-farm-pesticides/
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2017/02/front-page-of-sunday-herald-revealed-scandal-of-45-lochs-trashed-by-pollution.html


Other protagonists include shadowy civil servants at the Scottish Government working 

behind the scenes as shills for the salmon farming industry.   

 

One of the civil servants involved was David Miller - special adviser to Scottish First 

Minister Nicola Sturgeon and former BBC Scotland's environment correspondent:  

 

http://www.gov.scot/Topics/marine/About/management
https://www.linkedin.com/in/david-miller-b4517b58?ppe=1
http://donstaniford.typepad.com/my-blog/2017/06/press-release-scottish-government-overdoses-on-toxic-scottish-salmon-.html


Another was George Burgess, then the Head of Environmental Quality, who has preached 

how Scotland's environmental is "fundamentally important":  

 

 
 

 

Other Scottish Government officials caught out by the FOI disclosures include Willie Cowan 

(then the Head of Performance, Aquaculture & Recreational Fisheries and now the Deputy 

Director of the Criminal Justice Division) and Alastair Mitchell (the Scottish Government's 

Acting Head of Performance, Aquaculture & Recreational Fisheries):  

 

 
 

 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/george-burgess-99589025/?ppe=1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3YfOjurG2WE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3YfOjurG2WE
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/marine/About/management
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/marine/About/management
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EJgNowGgdxs


Chronology of an Environmental Lobotomy: 

 

27 October 2015: 

 

"Alarm bells going off all over the place" says SEPA's Corporate Communications 

Manager: 

 

 
 

 
 

7 March 2016: 

 



 
 

 
 

25 March 2016: 

 



 
 

 

5 May 2016: 

 

SEPA drafts a press release banning Slice from 31 March 2018:  



 
 

 
 



 

 
 



 
 



 

 
 

 

17 May 2016: 

 



 
 

 

18 May 2016: 

 

 
 



 
 

 



 
 

19 May 2016: 

 

 
 

27 May 2016: 

 



 
 

5 August 2016:  

 

Following a teleconference with the SSPO, Merck and the Scottish Association of 

Marine Science, SEPA invite a contribution to an article to be published in SEPA View 

on 10 August:   

 



 
 

8 August 2016 - 3.26pm:  

 

The salmon farming lobby (SSPO) threatens SEPA's Stuart Baird that the proposed 

publication "could undermine commercial confidence in the industry" and "will 

probably damage all of our reputations":   

 



 
 

 

 
 

 

8 August 2016 - 3.42pm:  

 



SSPO Chief Executive Scott Landsburgh urges SEPA's Chief Executive Terry A'Hearn 

to "minimize the controversy" and to "deal with such a sensitive subject delicately and 

proportionately": 

 

 

 

 
 

8 August 2016 - 5.51pm:  

 

http://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/20.pdf


SEPA's Stuart Baird briefs SEPA's Chief Executive Officer Terry A'Hearn and SEPA's 

Executive Director Calum MacDonald:   

 

 
 

 

9 August 2016 - 9.06am: 

 

https://www.sepa.org.uk/about-us/how-we-work/our-board/members/
https://www.sepa.org.uk/about-us/how-we-work/our-management-structure/
https://www.sepa.org.uk/about-us/how-we-work/our-management-structure/


 
 

 
 



 
 

 
 

9 August 2016 - 3.06pm:  

 



 
 

 

http://donstaniford.typepad.com/files/19.pdf


 
 

9 August 2016 - 5.13pm:  

 

David Johnson (Private Secretary to the Cabinet Secretary for the Environment, 

Climate Change & Land Reform (Roseanna Cunningham) states that "we have flagged 

this up with Ms Cunningham, who would be content to speak to Terry A'Hearn 

tomorrow morning".  "Is there any time pressure for this release?" he asks.  "Does it 

have to go tomorrow?":  

 

https://beta.gov.scot/about/who-runs-government/cabinet-and-ministers/cabinet-secretary-environment-climate-change-land-reform/
https://beta.gov.scot/about/who-runs-government/cabinet-and-ministers/cabinet-secretary-environment-climate-change-land-reform/


 

 
 

 

9 August 2016 - 5.25pm:  

 

Alastair Mitchell (the Scottish Government's Acting Head of Performance, Aquaculture 

& Recreational Fisheries) writes to the Cabinet Secretary for the Environment, Climate 

Change & Land Reform (Roseanna Cunningham) that following a conversation with  

http://www.gov.scot/Topics/marine/About/management
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/marine/About/management
https://beta.gov.scot/about/who-runs-government/cabinet-and-ministers/cabinet-secretary-environment-climate-change-land-reform/
https://beta.gov.scot/about/who-runs-government/cabinet-and-ministers/cabinet-secretary-environment-climate-change-land-reform/


David Miller (Special Adviser to the First Minister of Scotland) "we believe, with 

Terry's help, that we can manage the issue now with some changes to the SEPA 

response".  "He [Terry A'Hearn - SEPA's Chief Executive Officer] is reviewing the 

SEPA lines and handling tomorrow morning and will keep us in touch with his 

thinking":  
 

 
 

 
 

 

9 August 2016 - 5.30pm: 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/david-miller-b4517b58/?ppe=1


 
 

 
 

 

9 August 2016 - 10.32pm:  

 



According to the Scottish Government's David Miller (Special Adviser to the First 

Minister of Scotland), the Cabinet Secretary for the Environment, Climate Change & 

Land Reform (Roseanna Cunningham) "is keen to be fully briefed on this at the earliest 

opportunity".  The former BBC Scotland Environment correspondent also says he is 

"grateful to Alastair for his intervention" [Alastair Mitchell is the Scottish 

Government's Acting Head of Performance, Aquaculture & Recreational Fisheries].   
 

 
 

 

10 August 2016 - 8.58am: 

 

 
 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/david-miller-b4517b58/?ppe=1
https://www.linkedin.com/in/david-miller-b4517b58/?ppe=1
https://beta.gov.scot/about/who-runs-government/cabinet-and-ministers/cabinet-secretary-environment-climate-change-land-reform/
https://beta.gov.scot/about/who-runs-government/cabinet-and-ministers/cabinet-secretary-environment-climate-change-land-reform/
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/marine/About/management
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/marine/About/management


 
 

 
 



 
 

 

10 August 2016 - 9.37am: 

 

 
 

10 August 2016 - 9.51am:  

 

The Scottish Government's civil servant shill for the salmon farming industry (Willie 

Cowan) suggests that SEPA's briefing includes: "The news release is SEPA's response 

to the scientific study and is being substantially revised this morning [ - to the extent 

that the industry's key concern about a specified date for the possible withdrawal of 

Slice being removed - TERRY?]: 

 



 
 

 
 



 
 



 
 

 

 
 

 

10 August 2016 - 10.35am:  

 

SEPA's Chief Executive Officer Terry A'Hearn instructs SEPA's Head of Strategic 

Communications Mark Wells to edit and "start from scratch if you want" in an email 

marked 'High Importance':   
 



 
 

 

10 August 2016 - 12.28pm: 

 

Neil Ritchie refers to "our discussions last night and his subsequent reflection" (i.e. 

Terry A'Hearn - Chief Executive Officer of SEPA): 

 

 
 

 

10 August 2016 - 12.33pm: 
 

SEPA's Chief Executive Officer Terry A'Hearn drafts a proposed briefing for the 

Cabinet Secretary - including the concession that "Neither SEPA nor the industry are 

proposing to undertake proactive communications at this stage": 

 

 



 
 

 
 



 
 



 
 

 

10 August 2016 - 12.46pm:  

 

The Scottish Government's Willie Cowan (Head of Performance, Aquaculture & 

Recreational Fisheries) expresses "real concerns re para 5 which continues to quote a 2 

year timeline albeit the language on making a compelling case has been softened" and 

refers to a "defined 2 year ticking bomb (as the industry see it)": 
 



 
 

 

10 August 2016 - 1.19pm:  

 

SEPA's Chief Executive Terry A'Hearn suggests a re-draft to the Scottish Government: 

 

 



 
 

10 August 2016 - 1.21pm:  

 

The Scottish Government's Deputy Director of Environmental Quality, George Burgess 

(involved in a previous FOI re. Abdelbaset Ali Mohmed Al-Megrahi when working in 

the Criminal Justice Directorate and since September 2016 working as Deputy Director 

for EU and International Trade and Investment Policy) suggests losing "over this 

period" in the draft:  

 

 
 

10 August 2016 - 1.32pm:  

 

The Scottish Government's Willie Cowan (since moved to a new department) is "happy 

with that" (i.e. losing the "over this period" reference):  

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3YfOjurG2WE
https://www.linkedin.com/in/george-burgess-99589025/?ppe=1
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Justice/law/lockerbie/FOI/UKofficials
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Justice/law/lockerbie/FOI/UKofficials
https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/exiting-the-european-union-committee/news-parliament-2015/negotiating-objectives-for-eu-withdrawal-11-evidence-16-17/
https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/exiting-the-european-union-committee/news-parliament-2015/negotiating-objectives-for-eu-withdrawal-11-evidence-16-17/


 
 

10 August 2016 - 1.48pm: 

 

SEPA's Chief Executive Officer says "Agreed" (i.e. he unilaterally agrees to the Scottish 

Government's censoring of SEPA policy to ban Slice - without any discussion with 

SEPA colleagues, judging by the lack of emails to SEPA staff):   

 

 
 

10 August 2016 - 1.48pm: 

 



 
 

10 August 2016 - 2.20pm: 

 

SEPA's Head of Strategic Communications, Mark Wells, emails the "final text" with 

the offending reference to a two-year time-line to ban Slice exorcised (i.e. the Scottish 

Government successfully lobotomised SEPA): 

 

 

https://twitter.com/ScottishEPA/status/729339357048541185


 

 
 

10 August 2016 -2.39pm:  

 

SEPA's briefing for the Cabinet Secretary ends with "SEPA will include reference to its 

decision in its next Chief Executive's report to the Agency Board, on 26 September": 

 



 

 



 

 
 

 

25 August 2016: 

 

SEPA concedes that "our draft release was not used, and it will not be used in its 

present form": 

 



 
 

 

 

25 August 2016: 

 

Douglas Sinclair informs the Scottish Government that "SEPA has not sought to issue a 

pro-active press release on the Slice issue":  

 

 
 



 
 

29 August 2016 - 12.10pm: 

 

SEPA's Head of Strategic Communications, Mark Wells, emails a first draft of a SLICE 

Board report: 

 

 
 

 

Here's the first draft with various comments: 

 

https://twitter.com/ScottishEPA/status/729339357048541185


 
 

29 August 2016 - 3.18pm: 

 

SEPA's Stuart Baird comments "that is suitably bland as not to set too many hares a 

racing" and "I don't expect that we want to mention the SARF report by name": 

 

 
 

31 August 2016: 

 



 
 

 
 

 

1 September 2016: 

 



 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 



 
 

 

2 September 2016: 

 

 
 

 

13 September 2016: 

 



 
 

 

14 September 2016: 

 

 
 



 

 
 

 

 

1 March 2017:  



 
 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 
 

 



 
 

 

[Note that GAAIA has requested further documents via FOI and may file appeals with 

the Scottish Information Commissioner] 


