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Foreword 
 
 

 

In national and international terms, the Irish rope mussel sector is small, but it 

means a great deal to the people who work in it and the communities that depend 

on it. While it is progressing in driving development consistent with sustainability, 

it is also falling well short of its potential. 

 

The Irish Seafood National Programme 2007-2013 aimed to raise production from 

9,948 tonnes to 16,400 tonnes between 2005 and 2015. The yield in 2012 was 

only 8,703 tonnes, around 1,250 tonnes less than the 2005 harvest and 7,700 

tonnes short of the level planned for 2015. 

 

Output has averaged 9,500 tonnes per year from 2008 to 2012. Most has been sold 

to domestic processing firms, with much of the remainder sold as fresh produce to 

wholesalers and processors in France. Price has averaged €605 per tonne (the 

average for bottom mussels is €853). However, the value of a tonne of Irish rope 

mussels is much less than the average of €1,732 in France, €1,451 in Holland and 

€1,520 in Scotland. An expert, experienced workforce is shrinking and ageing. 

 

With the right interventions the sector has a bright future. It has the potential to 

provide a sustainable source of seafood to meet growing demand. Quality 

continues to improve, not least because of a rigorous shellfish monitoring and 

testing regime. This is very much a joint effort (and a work in progress) involving 

the rope mussel sector and regulatory agencies. 

 

The sector has always had an innovative streak. In the early years, Irish 

processors developed and patented a unique processing technique for frozen 

cooked whole mussels, which kept the shells closed during cooking, 

preserving juices and flavour. On the producer side, Irish mussels have 

recently achieved a higher meat content and a lower mortality count in 

independent tests compared to mussels from Scotland and Norway. 

 

So where to from here? The processing side has consolidated and just three now 

remain. Farmers who traditionally supplied factories that provided a guaranteed 

outlet at the price of a lower price, are looking increasingly to export markets which, 

they believe, will pay more and reject less. Those who have been successful 

overseas want to continue there. For others, the question is whether to follow and if 

they do, how to avoid being “skinned alive” by overseas buyers. 

 

The issues affecting rope mussel production include bay closures, licensing and 

regulatory issues, bottlenecks in the shellfish testing process, the extra time it 

takes to get fresh produce from coastal communities to continental markets, 

price and product competition from other countries, and the absence of a 

recognised brand for selling fresh, quality-assured, Irish rope mussels abroad. 
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The European Commission has predicted that price and demand for Irish rope mussels 

are likely to remain static at best. However, Ireland’s largest export market, France, has 

since been experiencing significant mussel mortality and so will be even more import-

dependent than usual. The opportunity to export more fresh mussels to France this year 

is one the producers probably didn’t expect. They will be conscious, however, that 

buoyant demand could flat-line soon enough and they will have missed the opportunity to 

pin down new ways of capturing value they have lost in the past. In addition, there is a 

historic mutual dependency between producers and processors, which should not be 

forgotten and will inevitably come to the fore in the event fresh export markets become 

difficult. I hope the recommendations in this report will enable both to maximise mutual 

gain. 

 

In terms of the process followed, at the outset, BIM wrote to a number of producers, 

processors, exporters and representatives, asking if they would be willing to give their 

views on how the volume and value of mussel exports could be increased without 

disrupting supply to domestic processors, and how BIM and other state agencies could 

help. BIM provided a list of contacts, which included producers, processors, exporters, 

regulators, scientists and personnel in BIM. 

 

This analysis and action plan have been compiled from desk research, personal and 

telephone interviews with people in and around the sector, and my own assessment of 

the problems and opportunities facing it. Even if time had not been limited, it would not 

have been possible to meet or phone everyone. That said, I got a good mix of views and 

a clear picture of the situation. Everyone I spoke to was generous with their time, insight 

and advice, and I am grateful to all for their input. For confidentiality, participants are not 

identified by name or with findings and recommendations. 

 

Kealan Flynn  
Vistacon 

 

10 October, 2014 
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Species
Mussels are invertebrate molluscs that dominate the intertidal region of temperate seas in the 
northern and southern hemispheres. The first recorded production of mussels was in France in 1235. 
Production began on the Atlantic coast with the Blue mussel, and spread along the Spanish Atlantic 
coast and Mediterranean with the Mediterranean mussel. The different rearing techniques had been 
perfected by the end of the 19th century, when mussel farming was developed to provide a source of 
low-cost protein.

The Blue mussel (Mytilus edulis) is one of a number of species in the genus Mytilus, which also 
includes the California mussel, Mediterranean mussel, and bay mussel.

Mussels are filter feeding, bivalve molluscs that live on phytoplankton, “the equivalent of grass 
to cattle”, and each one is capable of filtering up to four litres of water an hour. However, the 
supply of naturally produced algae is limited. This means only a certain number of larvae can 
be attached to the ropes if the yield is to be optimised and the resource sustained. If there 
are too many e.g. longlines, with too many larvae attached, there is too little food for each 
farmer’s crop, which causes production to fall for all farmers. Overstocking remains a problem 
in some areas and it deteriorates the quantity and quality of the entire crop.1

The Blue mussel occurs from the White Sea in Russia to the south of France; and from the 
states of Labrador and Newfoundland in Canada to North Carolina in the U.S. It is also found 
in Chile and Argentina, the Falkland Islands in the south Atlantic, and the Kerguelin Islands 
in the southern Indian Ocean.2  While the Blue mussel is the dominant species in Ireland, 
extensive surveys have found that the Mediterranean mussel has hybridised with the native 
species. Blue mussels are at their peak in winter and early spring, while Mediterranean mussels 
are better in spring, summer and autumn.

Figure 1 
Blue mussel  

(Mytilus edulis)
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Cultivation
3
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Production Cycle
Mussels may be farmed on a winter cycle or a summer cycle. In a winter cycle, the mussels reproduce 
in early spring. The larvae swim for four to six weeks before settling with their byssus. Spat is collected 
in June with collectors placed on longlines. The ropes are split in November to get uniform growth. 
Harvesting takes place after 18-24 months, from November to March, when the mussels reach a size 
of 45-65mm. There are four methods of production in Europe.

•  Plots (primarily in the Netherlands) – The juveniles are spread over plots in shallow, sheltered 
waters and they attach to the ground. Harvesting is by dredging with specially fitted vessels.

•  Stakes (called ‘bouchots’ in France) – Rows of wooden stakes are driven into intertidal ground. 
Three to five metres of collecting rope or tubing filled with spat are wrapped around the stake and 
attached. A net is placed over the structure to keep the mussels from falling as they fatten. The 
mussels are harvested by manual or mechanical scraping to detach the clump from its support.

•  Trestles – In some places, mussels are grown using the same technique as for oysters, in mesh 
bags on trestles set up on intertidal ground, or directly on the ground.

•  Ropes (or longlines) – The mussels are attached to ropes which are suspended vertically in 
the water from a fixed or floating structure. The mussels are harvested by raising the ropes and 
removing the clusters. This is the technique used by Irish rope mussel producers.

Mussel Longlines
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Production Techniques
Traditional methods of rope mussel farming were labour-intensive, involving manual cutting of 
mesh and rope and packing young mussels by hand. To improve efficiency, the “New Zealand 
system” of continuous collector mesh and grow rope has been introduced.

In the late 1990s, a number of producers trialled the technology. Farmers got financial 
support to upgrade handling equipment and there were numerous trial and error cycles as the 
system was modified to suit the Blue mussel, which is smaller than New Zealand’s Greenshell. 
When the trials were done, the knowledge was pushed out to the sector and grant aid was 
provided to help farmers with the capital costs. BIM estimates that 65-70% of production is by 
the New Zealand system. The grow ropes can be reused up to 10 growth cycles. The collector 
mesh or cotton sock is biodegradable and made in Ireland.

6 - 10m

32mm
P0LYPROPYLENE

ROPE

1 - 3 TONNES

MOORING ROPE : DEPTH

NEW ZEALAND
HAIRY ROPE

3 : 1

0.4 - 0.6m

MUSSEL LINE 100 – 110m (First to Last Float)

Figure 4 
New Zealand 
mussel growing 
method

Diagram Showing Long Line System and Growing Method
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Description of Industry
4

The mussel industry has two distinct sectors: bottom and rope.

The bottom grown sector is concentrated in Kerry, Louth and Wexford which account for 96% of 
output. This sector is attracted much interest and investment from The Netherlands, which has 
exceptional logistics, operations, sales and marketing capabilities, and pre-purchases all output. 
Consolidation has been a feature of this sector. BIM has indicated there are six main producers, three 
accounting for 60-70% of all output. As their priority is production, the availability of seed is the 
critical issue. While yields have been falling in recent years, an improved settlement could see output 
from the bottom sector recovering to between 7,000 and 10,000 tonnes in 2014.5 

The rope mussel sector has navigated a different course. Farms are located along the north-west, 
west and south-west coast, which generally offer good shelter for longlines.

Figure 5 
Location of Rope 

Mussel Production 
(BIM)
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The rope mussel sector grew to meet the needs of processors who were then supplying cooked 
vacuum-packed mussels. The closure of the Bantry Bay Mussels factory in 2010 left farmers who 
were highly reliant on it, without a clear route to market. This year, the high mussel mortality rate 
in France provides an opportunity for Irish rope mussel farmers to sell more fresh produce earlier 
in the season. Profitability is expected to get a boost, not just from higher prices in France, but also 
from more efficient production techniques introduced in recent years.

Figure 6 
Production by 
County; and 
Employment (BIM)
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Volume, Value and Employment
Traditionally, Ireland has been a mid-sized producer in Europe, fractionally ahead of the UK in 
total tonnage, but far below the leaders Spain, France, Italy and Holland. In terms of output, 
production has been stagnating or decreasing year-on-year – falling 60% between 2005 
and 2012. From producing 8% of European output in 2005, Ireland was producing just 3% by 2012.

  2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

 Spain 158,166 228,830 209,633 180,265 198,531 189,090 208,583 203,664

 France 71,220 72,698 72,760 78,526 76,823 76,800 74,750 74,900

 Italy 63,577 61,928 58,479 67,239 76,800 64,256 79,520 79,000

 Holland 59,500 31,300 43,731 36,082 45,618 56,227 36,700 40,000

 Ireland 38,265 33,243 37,435 27,060 26,802 22,234 22,671 15,188

 UK 28,506 23,960 25,358 28,247 28,000 30,212 26,100 26,000

 Greece 26,048 28,299 22,179 21,078 22,383 17,064 17,193 17,500

 Germany 9,470 3,670 10,539 6,896 3,600 4,905 20,830 6,933

 Croatia 3,000 3,500 3,500 3,000 2,000 2,000 400 437

 Denmark 280 411 949 1,737 2,556 669 537 537

 europe 465,791 495,987 491,026 456,557 489,863 469,648 493,632 470,954

 Ireland 8% 7% 8% 6% 6% 5% 5% 3%

Table 1 
Production of 

Mussels, Europe, 
2005-2012 

(FishStat)

  2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 Average

 France 1,372 1,402 1,586 2,011 1,902 1,813 1,965 1,804 €1,732

 Holland 880 1,482 1,659 2,007 1,281 1,227 1,407 1,666 €1,451

 Germany 927 1,784 1,432 1,549 1,309 838 1,444 1,102 €1,298

 UK 1,376 1,376 858 1,393 1,176 796 1,326 1,311 €1,202

 Croatia 1,128 1,128 1,128 1,128 1,180 1,083 857 993 €1,078

 Ireland 787 1,218 1,175 918 586 708 749 713 €857

 Italy 1,087 793 711 663 627 629 793 733 €754

 Denmark 438 933 834 882 534 609 521 664 €677

 Greece 375 378 412 443 524 499 412 381 €428

 Spain 263 263 263 548 505 501 559 476 €422

Table 2 
Value of Mussels, 

Europe, 2005-
2012 (FishStat)

In terms of value (€ per tonne) Ireland is also languishing:
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With regard to the Irish rope mussel sector, recent data available to BIM indicate:

  2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

 volume Tonnes 10,067 9,330 9,115.5 10,147.21 8,703.5

 value € (‘000) 6,418 4,923 6,617 5,537 5,092

Table 3 
Rope Mussel 
Production,  
2008-2012 (BIM)

Rope Mussel Production

   FT PT Casual Total FTe

 2008 156 68 138 362 213

 2009 69 87 90 246 128

 2010 66 83 113 258 126.3

 2011 92 92 116 258 157

 2012 92 91 112 295 156

Table 5 
Employment,  
Rope Mussel Sector, 
2008-2012 (BIM)

Employment in Rope Mussel Sector

  2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

 (Average per Tonne) €638.00 €525.00 €730.00 €545.66 €585.07

Table 4 
Rope Mussel Prices,  
2008-2012 (BIM)

Rope Mussel Prices

Sorting the 
harvested 
mussels
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European Policy Context
A number of EU strategies, schemes and policies impact the aquaculture sector.

Integrated Maritime Policy
A progress report  from the European Commission (2012) notes that EU fish stocks are 
overfished, the economic situation of parts of the fleet is fragile, jobs are unattractive,  
and the situation of many coastal communities depending on fisheries is precarious. 

In July 2011, the Commission adopted a range of measures, including providing support  
from the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF) to improve sustainability, achieve  
cost efficiency, promote aquaculture, and support job creation in coastal communities.

To develop this sector, there is a need to activate the relevant measures in the most 
recent Seafood Development Operational Programme and fund them via the EMFF.

Atlantic Action Plan
The aim of the Atlantic Action Plan is to revitalise the marine and maritime economy, through 
sustainable growth of the “blue economy” while preserving the environmental and ecological 
stability of the ocean. With regard to aquaculture, the plan aims to:

 •  Improve species modelling, fishing gear and techniques and technologies to 
minimise carbon footprint, seabed damage, discards and by-catch.

 •  Strengthen the market position of EU-sourced fisheries and aquaculture products by 
improving processing, labelling, traceability and certification.

 •   Upgrade infrastructure to improve connectivity and competitiveness; and develop 
related activities to combat seasonality in the industry.7 

This plan is quite broad but could help, for example, with sustainable practices, 
developing a distinctive Irish branded mussel, and upgrading landing facilities.

Natura 2020 Biodiversity Strategy
This has a major impact on the capacity and potential of the sector. Since the European 
Court of Justice ruling, the focus has been on bringing aquaculture and inshore fisheries in 
“Natura 2000” sites into compliance. These protected habitats for flora and fauna of European 
importance comprise Special Areas of Conservation, designated under the Habitats 
Directive, and Special Protection Areas, designated under the Birds Directive.8

The Habitats Directive requires that any aquaculture plan or project in a “Natura 2000” area 
must have its impact on conservation objectives assessed before it can be licensed. In addition, 
the Directive requires that the potential impacts on the habitat of a proposed activity be 
considered in combination with the potential impacts of all other activities or proposed activities, 
including other fisheries, aquaculture and non-fishing activities.



Developing Exports of Fresh Rope Mussels from Ireland

15

Speaking to an Oireachtas Committee in October 2011, the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the 
Marine spoke frankly about the development problems which had arisen from the European Court of 
Justice ruling on the granting of aquaculture licenses:

  “It is a source of real frustration that one cannot obtain a licence to do anything because 
practically every bay and harbour in the country is considered to be an SAC or Natura 
scheme area. One must go through a long environmental impact assessment process 
before one can even apply for a licence and there must then be an impact assessment 
on biodiversity in the bay or harbour and so on. The reason the gold-plated aquaculture 
licensing system is being forced on Ireland by the Commission is that we have already 
lost a case on this issue. The European Union took us to court for the manner in which 
aquaculture licences had been divvied out in Ireland, which was the subject of a 
complaint by numerous NGOs and others, and we lost that court case. Consequently, 
the Commission could return to court at any time to fine Ireland for not having in place 
a more coherent and sustainable licensing mechanism. The Commission could shut 
down our aquaculture industry if it chose to take that aggressive route. Ireland is not 
in a strong bargaining position with the Commission and even though we now have a 
much more stringent, expensive and time-consuming licensing process than does any 
other European Union member state of which I am aware, which is a major competitive 
disadvantage for us, we are being forced down that route by the European Commission 
and an example is being made of us. The Commission is stating that it will then use the 
Irish licensing model to impose new licensing standards in other countries. While we  
are frustrated by this, we are putting more resources into it to try to make it work.  
As a result, the process in Castlemaine Harbour and Dundalk Bay has been completed 
and Roaringwater Bay is expected to be completed in October, while Lough Swilly and 
Clew Bay are at an advanced stage and will be completed in late 2011 and 2012.  
We are going through the bays one after another and as we complete the environmental 
assessments, we obviously then will consider and, hopefully, will grant licences because 
the aquaculture industry has exciting potential for growth.” 9 
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European Maritime and Fisheries Fund
The EMFF is the fund for the EU’s maritime and fisheries policies. Its aims are to:

 • Help fishermen in the transition to sustainable fishing.

 • Support coastal communities in diversifying their economies.

 • Fund projects that create jobs and improve quality of life on European coasts.

 • Make it easier for applicants to access financing.

Ireland is to receive €147 million from the EMFF between 2014 and 2020. A new operational 
programme is being drawn up. This provides an opportunity to further progress the measures  
that have been taken, and to restate and activate those not prioritised for the last programme.  
Once the Commission approves the new programme, it is up to Ireland to decide which projects  
to fund. As EMFF-approved measures comply with EU rules on State Aid, any such investment in  
the rope mussel sector seems unlikely to be deemed anti-competitive.
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In Ireland, the most important recent reports, reviews and plans include:

(Modified) Seafood Development Operational Programme 2007-2013

 1.  Capital – a seed capital fund was recommended to support the development of new 
species and assist new technology promoters to raise working capital.

 2.  Compensation – provision was to be made in the EFF/EMFF for:

  • A compensation fund for prolonged bio-toxin closures;

  •  A contingency fund for natural disasters; and for immediate practical applied research 
into emerging disease or environmental issues.

  •  A special provision for funding collective actions by aqua-culturists through an 
extension of the current role and function of the CLAMS (Coordinated Local 
Aquaculture Management Systems).

 3.  Recognition was to be given for the sector’s work in assisting with sampling and 
participating in the CLAMS, and its role in monitoring water quality was to be highlighted 
and used as a means of gaining public acceptance for the sector.

Irish Seafood National Programme 2007-2013

This had firm targets for growing output between 2005 and 2015:

  • Rope Mussels: increase from 9,948 to 16,400 tonnes (+65%)

  • Bottom Mussels: increase from 29,510 to 44,000 tonnes (49%)

These were to be progressed through the ‘Aquaculture Development Measure’, which provided for 
grant aid to assist private companies on a commercial basis to:

  • Speed up investment in e.g. critical mass for production of mussels.

  • Increase output of species in demand and develop new species commercially.

  • Create space for new people to enter the industry, initially at pilot scale.

  •  Use innovation, technology and quality assurance to improve e.g. product quality and 
safety, wastewater treatment, and fish health and welfare.

  • Open up new offshore sites for aquaculture.

The tonnage targets are likely to be missed. In 2012, the rope sector produced only 8,700 tonnes – 
about 1,200 tonnes less than the 2005 harvest; while bottom mussel production was less than 6,500 
tonnes – a fraction of the 29,500 tonnes being harvested when the programme was drawn up. 

Given natural fluctuations in the availability of seed and the limits which this places on increasing 
production, there is a need to increase the value of the limited output available. The experience of 
the salmon farming industry is relevant here. An increasing proportion of Irish salmon is organically 
produced, and branding and marketing have helped to ensure that demand has outstripped supply.

Irish Policy Context
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The rope mussel sector has gone increasingly organic, and producers increasingly prefer the  
New Zealand method for higher yields. This increased efficiency – and improvements in the quality 
and safety of Irish seafood made jointly by the sector and regulators – provide an opportunity  
to market high quality, fresh Irish mussels under a distinctive brand in European markets.

The following initiatives were recommended for moving the sector forward:

 • Industry Development

  • Pilot Aquaculture

  • Innovation and Technology

  • Seafood Handling

  • Commercial Aquaculture

 • Socio-Economic Sustainability

  • Sustainability Measures

  • Regional Development Programmes

 • Marine Environment Protection and QA

  • Quality Assurance Programmes (including codes of practice and 

  • Environmental Management Programmes

  • Regional Delivery Programme for Aquaculture Development

  • CLAMS Programme

  • Pre-Commercial Technology Transfer

 • Seafood Industry Training

  • Aquaculture Production Lifelong Learning

‘Steering a New Course’: Strategy for a Restructured, Sustainable and  
Profitable Irish Seafood Industry 2007-2013

The operational and national plans referred to above have been guided by the thinking in 
‘Steering a New Course’, published in 2006. The critical issues highlighted in that report are in 
bold here; and the related and relevant concerns that emerged in this research are noted in italics 
alongside.

 •  The need for innovation and market-led approaches to get the most value for 
every tonne landed.

  •  The discrepancy in the value of Irish mussels compared to several European 
countries is striking and needs to be addressed.
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 •  The lack of profitability, fragmentation and uncertainty of supply in the processing 
sector.

  •  On the one hand, there are a few factories, operating on tight margins, offering a 
guaranteed outlet for produce, but arguing that product and price competition from 
other countries, and the absence of a consistent supply of high quality, home-grown 
produce, means they can’t pay more.

  •  On the other, there are numerous small-scale farmers, who are looking increasingly to 
overseas markets which may pay more and reject less, but who also realise the value 
of having the factory when the fresh export market is not available. However, they lack 
capabilities in production, logistics, and sales and marketing to capture a greater share 
of value.

 •  The need for stakeholder-supported, commercially-aware fisheries management 
policies and procedures, based on strict compliance with quotas and National and 
eU regulations.

  •  There was a lot of concern about difficulties in getting / renewing licenses, and the 
knock-on effects in accessing grant aid / loan finance.

 •  The need for an industry development programme supported by a suitable 
regulatory framework to encourage market-led investment for growth.

  •  The value of the regulatory framework is recognised and supported, but concerns 
are expressed that the operation of the biotoxin testing regime limits harvesting time. 
Grants are seen by some as being less effective in encouraging long-term commitment; 
and grant application procedures are regarded as bureaucratic, time-consuming and 
unsuited to innovation. A view is expressed by some that low-cost loans should be 
offered as an alternative to, or alongside, grant aid.

 • Inadequate fish conservation and fishing practices.

  •  While most rope-grown mussel production is now done using the New Zealand 
method, overstocking is a problem in some bays. There is a strong case for a locally-
based, co-operative approach, which enables producers to work together to ensure 
sustainability. Underpinning this with a commercial remit would ensure the co-operative 
develops the capabilities to secure a greater share of value.

 • Fragmented representation in a fragmented industry.

  • There isn’t a single, representative voice; or a visible champion.

 • Need for improved relationships between industry and the State.

  •  While there have been many changes e.g. monitoring and testing, there is a sense 
that each side does not always understand the situation facing the other. This could be 
solved with better communication and co-operative problem-solving.
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Most aquaculture in Ireland is carried out in Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) and Specially 
Protected Areas (SPAs). In 2007, the European Court of Justice (ECJ) found that Ireland had failed 
to take all necessary measures to comply with the EU Habitats Directive and Birds Directive in 
granting aquaculture licenses. This led to a new process of assessing bays and estuaries, where 
data collected on the seabed, water column, and migratory species informs conservation objectives, 
which determine licensing decisions. A new requirement, arising under the Environmental Impact 
Assessment Directive, involves scientific and technical pre-screening all aquaculture projects.

Only two of 51 bays have been licensed under the new regime: Castlemaine Harbour in Kerry and 
Roaringwater Bay in Cork. If a license expires before an Appropriate Assessment is done, the law 
provides that it can be renewed or further renewed.10 While this ensures producers can continue 
working, it precludes them from getting grant aid. The State accepts that this puts producers at a 
“material disadvantage”.11 The possibility that a renewal or further renewal could be refused means 
producers do not know if they have a future beyond the next expiry date.

One of the issues to emerge most strongly in this project is dissatisfaction with the licensing regime 
and the limits this places on increasing supply and developing the sector. As the representative body 
IFA Aquaculture puts it, “against international trends, Irish aquaculture is shrinking.” It says €60 
million of public and private investment has been lost in a five-year period because license applicants 
are precluded from accessing grant aid.

However, a number of people in the sector question if there is too much emphasis on grants. Some 
say grants may discourage long-term commitment to the sector; and that price and quality may 
suffer as scale increases. Others argue that grants are too difficult to access and grant application 
procedures too cumbersome and time-consuming for rapid innovation.

One leading operator says the sector is “going backwards” because of:

 • The cumbersome licensing system.

 • The consequent impact on supply.

 • The continuing use of inefficient production methods.

 • The legal bar on producers being allowed to will the right to farm to the next generation.

 •  The uncertainty for farmers whose licenses have expired but who are working on under a 
Section 19(4) concession that could be withdrawn at renewal or further renewal.12

Another expresses concern that bottlenecks in licensing are causing the sector to lose its drive and 
discouraging younger people from entering: “I’m 10 years younger than some and 10 years older 
than others but there’s nobody younger than that … The business is stalling with badgers.”13

The Programme for Government provides for a streamlined licensing process and reduced 
bureaucracy. The IFA has called for the backlog of license applications to be cleared within two years, 

Funding, Licensing  
and Development
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and for the introduction, by 2017, of a system that can give a definitive decision within two months 
of a completed application. A two-month turnaround would be consistent with e.g. the U.S., where 
most states require at least 60-90 days to review an application for aquaculture;14 and with Scotland, 
which aims to deal with “straightforward applications” for a marine license within 8-12 weeks,15 
excluding time in the planning process.16

The problem for Ireland is not that the Habitats and Birds Directives apply any differently here than in 
other EU Member States. The issue is that the Irish State is committed to an onerous approach that 
may not be able to deliver many more than a few Appropriate Assessments in a year.

While a dedicated Aquaculture Unit in the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine may, 
in theory, be able to clear the backlog of license applications within two years and establish a firm 
administrative basis for fulfilling a two-month turnaround for new applications by end-2017, a 
separate measure is needed to speed up Appropriate Assessments and comply with pre-screening.

Recommendations

1.  The Government should prioritise the rope mussel sector for development and investment in 
the forthcoming EMFF-approved seafood development operational programme.

2.  There should be an initiative to expedite Appropriate Assessments and pre-screening under the 
Environmental Impact Directive, to facilitate the introduction of a seamless licensing system by 
end-2017. Consideration should be given to outsourcing or other reasonable, suitable option.

3.  Any license in use that falls due for renewal, or further renewal, before the Appropriate 
Assessment and/or Environmental Impact Directive pre-screening have been carried out, 
should be renewed or further renewed, unless the balance of expert evidence is such that it 
ought to be refused. If necessary, this should be clarified in legislation.

4.  Applications to extend, change or open a new site in an area where an Appropriate 
Assessment has been done, should be considered against existing baseline data, unless the 
balance of expert evidence is that a further Appropriate Assessment is required.

5.  The register of rope mussel licenses should be reviewed with a view to rationalising or 
reallocating licenses that have fallen into disuse. In areas where hectares licensed exceed 
carrying capacity, the excess of licenses in use should be extinguished and the license-holders 
compensated with a scheme analogous to the whitefish fleet decommissioning initiative.

6.  BIM should introduce a low-interest loan scheme to enable producers operating on a Section 
19 (4) concession, who are precluded from getting grant aid, to access on commercial terms, 
the amount they could otherwise qualify for under grant aid.

7.  Applicants should have a choice of grant or loan for e.g. capital investment, product or 
process innovation, marketing and training, depending on need and preference.



‘Catching the Current’

22

Shellfish Monitoring
The interviews indicated strong support for the biotoxin (and microbiological) monitoring programme 
involving the sector, BIM, Food Safety Authority of Ireland, Irish Shellfish Association, Health Service 
Executive, Marine Institute, Sea Fisheries Protection Authority, and Loughs Agency. This is aimed at 
ensuring that consumers at home and abroad can have confidence that the Irish shellfish they are 
purchasing is a safe product and meets the required legal health standards.

The Code of Practice for biotoxin monitoring has procedures for:

 • Collecting and delivering shellfish and phytoplankton samples.

 • Analysing shellfish samples.

 • Assigning a status to a production area.

 • Communicating results.

 • Additional management procedures.

From September 2014, the Marine Institute is reinforcing the importance of water samples:  
if these are not forwarded in a timely way, the production area will be automatically closed.

The Code provides for samples to be sent via An Post to the Galway Mails Centre, which is near the 
Marine Institute HQ where testing is done. It also provides that shellfish samples should normally be 
submitted to arrive no later than Wednesday evening where the result is needed that week. 

The Marine Institute operates a three day turnaround from sample arrival to report. In general,  
all shellfish delivered by post up to Thursday will be processed on the day of arrival and the report  
will be issued the following day. Shellfish arriving on Friday may be held over the weekend depending 
on laboratory schedule. PSP and ASP analyses may take longer. The MI publishes the biotoxin results 
on the MI HABs database (www.marine.ie/habs). Depending on the outcome of the test an area is:

Table 7 
Biotoxin Testing 

– Area Status 
(Marine Institute)

 Status explanation

 Open  The most recent valid sample is below the regulatory limit.  
The production area is open for harvesting for that species  
until the end of the production period

 Closed  The most recent valid sample has exceeded the regulatory limit or 
the open status has lapsed. The production area is closed for the 
harvesting or lifting of shellfish unless the express permission of the 
SFPA has been obtained for the movement of shellfish

 Closed Pending  The most recent valid sample is below the regulatory limit but there 
is no previous valid sample. The production area is closed for 
harvesting for that shellfish species until a second result below the 
limit is obtained.
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EU Regulation 853/04 sets out the health standards for placing live bivalve molluscs e.g. blue 
mussels on the market for human consumption. This includes requirements for marine biotoxin 
groups, methods of analysis and toxin limits. Sample analysis is carried out by the Marine Institute 
under the scope of its Irish National Accreditation Board accreditation, using approved chemical 
methods. 

Samples must normally be taken in the same or successive production period for an Open status to 
be maintained, although variations may be agreed. On the detection of toxins over the regulatory 
limit, any product harvested during the production period may need to be recalled. The protocol as 
contained in the Code of Practice is as follows:

 •  The production period is the period of time that a valid sample relates to during 
harvesting. The production period is set to match the sampling frequency assigned to  
the shellfish in the production area. For example, when the sampling frequency is weekly 
then the production period will be weekly. The sampling frequency is set to weekly, 
fortnightly or monthly but other frequencies may also be set if conditions necessitate.

 •  When sampling frequency is weekly then the production period is a period of seven 
days from Sunday to Saturday. The status of a production area for a given week is defined 
by the results from the sample or samples taken in that production period.

 •  When sampling frequency is fortnightly then the production period is a period 
of fourteen days from Sunday to Saturday. The status of a production area for a given 
fortnight is defined by the results from the sample or samples taken in that production 
period.

 •  When sampling frequency is monthly then the production period is a calendar 
month. The status of a production area for a given month is defined by the results from  
the sample or samples taken in that production period.

 •  For example, when the sampling frequency is weekly then both the sampling week and 
production period for harvesting run from Sunday to Saturday.

Sampling for rope mussels is weekly in the summer, but may be scaled back to fortnightly or monthly 
during the winter, when algal blooms are less of a threat. From March onwards, there is weekly 
sampling for biotoxins; and for microbiology (for classification) monthly sampling.

If the sector takes a sample and posts it on Monday, it arrives by 6:30am on Tuesday at the mail 
centre in Galway City. (Samples are sent in throughout the week and the Marine Institute empties the 
post office box daily). A sample received on Tuesday is opened on Tuesday, is processed and goes on 
to the instruments for an overnight run and a result is usually available the next day.

SUNDAY MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY THURSDAY FRIDAY SATURDAY
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The Marine Institute has a contract with the Food Safety Authority of Ireland, which requires it to turn 
around at least 90% of samples in 3 days. The actual turnaround for 2014 so far has been 99% in  
3 days, and 98% within 2 days.17  However, there is an acceptance that delays can and do occur, 
and that these can result in a truckload of fresh mussels being delayed or recalled if a test is failed.

An issue that concerns some in the sector is the retroactive bay closure. A producer may have been 
harvesting through the first quarter (a low-risk period for biotoxins), but would be conscious from, 
say, May onwards that biotoxins could become a problem at any time. They would be sending the 
samples in, as normal, but would know from the pattern of results that a failure could be imminent.  
In that situation they would be weighing up whether to harvest then or wait another week or more. 
Some producers might use testing kits between accredited tests at the Marine Institute but they know 
these only indicate if biotoxins are/not present; they don’t measure the levels.

The Marine Institute advises producers as follows:

 •  Harvesting can only take place from production areas during production periods where 
the most recent result indicates the area to be open for the production period in question. 

 •  Shellfish should only be placed on the market when the result of the sample taken in the 
production period demonstrates that the production area is open.

 •  Before any shellfish are placed on the market, robust product recall and traceability 
procedures must be in place.

 •  Where an area is “open,” and a sample is taken for analysis, producers are strongly 
advised not to harvest from an area until the full result of the analysis is known. This is 
to prevent a situation arising where a batch of product is harvested and made ready to 
be placed on the market only for a failed sample result to require the product’s recall or 
disposal.

The general advice, as relayed during an interview with the Marine Institute, is that producers should 
wait and get the biotoxin test done as close as possible to the intended harvest date.

However, it may be possible to make a useful change, which would see producers getting their 
samples in earlier to the Marine Institute, and the Marine Institute improving its performance by 
turning around 100% of tests in 2 days rather than the current 98% in two days. Here’s how it  
might work:

 •  The producer samples on Sunday.

 •  Instead of mailing it on Monday to get to the Marine Institute on Tuesday for reporting on 
Wednesday or Thursday, the producer couriers it on Sunday to the mail centre in Galway.

 •  The Marine Institute collects it on Monday morning and reports on Tuesday evening.

 •  For producers using groupage to France departing Friday, a clear test reported on Tuesday 
evening gives them Wednesday and Thursday to harvest; and Friday and Saturday for 
groupage departing Monday.

 •  The producer samples again on Sunday and awaits the new test result on Tuesday evening 
which, if clear, allows them to harvest again on Wednesday and Thursday.
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An on-call arrangement may be needed if e.g. harvesting coincided with Christmas holidays.

One other issue that arose is a possible lacuna in the law on FBOs. There is a concern among some 
operators in the Irish rope mussel industry that certain agents who trade Irish mussels in overseas 
markets may legitimately be able to avoid certain responsibilities on FBOs, by relying on documents 
which purport to show that produce is safe, when they have not satisfied themselves that it is so, 
by having it tested independently. The concern raised is that if people abroad become ill from 
consuming this produce, it is the Irish industry’s reputation that will suffer.

Recommendations

1.  A courier delivery / two-day turnaround model should be trialled.

2.  There should be an early warning system to enable the Marine Institute to notify producers of 
unforeseen or unavoidable delay in turning around test results.

3.  The Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine and the Sea Fisheries Protection Authority 
should consider if there is a lacuna in the law on FBOs and take any steps necessary to ensure 
the safety of the food chain is not compromised.
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Production and Processing
It was noted earlier that the average rope mussel harvest is 9,000 to 10,000 tonnes, that most of this 
has been sold to domestic processors, with much of the remainder sold fresh, largely to France.

However, as the European Commission’s Joint Research Centre has pointed out, demand and price 
are expected to remain static at best.18 While this forecast was for 2011 to 2013, the history of 
stagnating output and fluctuating prices going back to 2005 confirms the general picture.

The constraints on supply and historic development of the rope mussel sector, where farmers sold less 
to fresh markets and more to factories, highlights the conundrum. If output is finite and fixed, how 
can producers increase fresh exports without disrupting supplies to processors? One option would be 
for producers to contract processors to pack branded produce for fresh export markets.

The immediate priority should be to maximise throughout from the existing resource, consistent with 
sustainable development and management. This could involve e.g.

 • More extensive use of the more efficient New Zealand technique.

 • Switching from a summer to a winter cycle to reduce the impact of bay closures.

 • Working to the carrying capacity of a bay by not overstocking.

 • Thinning the longlines twice between seeding and harvesting.

 •  Managing the cycle tightly i.e. harvesting when the crop is ready; not delaying in the hope 
of getting a higher price later on; keeping in mind the next crop is already developing.  
In short, keeping production moving effectively and efficiently.

 • Adopting and adapting best practices e.g. quality and handling.

These measures should improve the quality and quantity of the crop, which will benefit both 
producers and processors, but they leave two fundamental problems unresolved:

 •  How to get a higher price in overseas markets when suppliers are numerous and 
fragmented, buyers are few and powerful, and the product is undifferentiated?

 •  How to maintain supplies to the factories if more farmers discover a way to sell more 
produce into fresh markets which, they calculate, will pay more and reject less? 

  Output (Tonnes) Total value (€) value per Tonne (€)

 2008 10,067 €6,418,000 €638

 2009 9,330 €4,923,000 €528

 2010 9,116 €6,617,000 €726

 2011 10,147 €5,536,920 €546

 2012 8,704 €5,092,150 €585

Table 6 
Rope Mussels: 

Volume and 
Value, 2008-2012 

(BIM)
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To summarise, and hopefully not over-simplify, the rationale and trajectory of the rope mussel 
industry, initially, was to supply a small number of domestic processors. As one producer put it, 
“factories were all we knew, because they were on our doorstep.”19 Without an alternative outlet for 
fresh produce i.e. a developed export market, many farmers were entirely dependent on factories,  
so any disruption e.g. a factory closure could have a serious impact.

For the most part, the factories have provided a guaranteed outlet for all the output a farmer can 
supply. However, because profit margins are tight for processed mussels sold in fiercely competitive 
global markets, the factory invariably pays less than the farmer might expect for fresh exports.  
(Note there are some operators e.g. exporters who have developed markets for fresh produce in 
Europe). In addition, not all produce is deemed saleable by the processor – so-called ‘tare’ i.e. 
mussels that are too small or not meaty enough. These rejects can account for as little as 2% or  
as much as 30% of produce. For the producer, this means actual price lower than headline price.  
For the processor, the result is a stockpile of waste product, which they must pay to have composted.

As would be expected, disputes over quality, price, margins and ‘tare’ do cause conflict. This is not to 
say that good relationships are absent in the sector, or that both sides don’t work to create and keep 
them. However, many producers have grown weary of stagnating prices and are increasingly willing 
to export fresh in the belief they may achieve a higher price and a lower reject rate. The processors 
are conscious of price and product competition, and equally conscious of the mutual dependency, 
but say their profit margins are so slim, that unless they are getting a consistent supply of high quality, 
saleable produce, they cannot pay the price the producers should expect.

Traditionally, the rope mussel producer base has been very fragmented and co-operation has been 
the exception rather than the rule.

Figure 8  
Shellfish, including 
mussels, too small 
to sell commercially, 
being transported 
for composting. 
Processors say 
producers send 
them too many 
small mussels, 
which their 
customers won’t 
buy. Because the 
law provides that 
mussels can’t be 
put back in the 
sea once they’ve 
been taken in 
by a factory, the 
only outlet is 
composting. A new 
process to extract 
the small meats is 
feasible, and there 
is an opportunity to 
add to the range of 
products in which 
they can be used.
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In the course of this research, co-operation was seen to be strong among some rope mussel 
producers. This has enabled them to gain a higher price by pooling quality-assured produce and 
organising harvesting and logistics to ensure a more consistent supply for export markets. In one 
case, a producer had developed a new market in Europe but found himself unable to meet all its 
needs. This encouraged him to develop an informal cooperative with others.

There is an iron-clad case for co-operation among producers. In Scotland, for example, a national 
producers group, the Scottish Shellfish Marketing Group, has been in place since 1992 and has  
been instrumental in developing retail and wholesale export markets for rope mussels in Europe.  
It has recently doubled its processing capacity with a new plant in central Scotland, which will further 
improve efficiency and support new product and process innovation.

According to the Scottish Government, farmed blue mussel production is currently running at just 
under 7,000 tonnes a year and the target is to double this by 2020. More significantly, the value 
of a tonne of Scottish rope mussels is worth two-and-a-half times more than a tonne of 
Irish rope mussels: over €1,500 in Scotland, under €600 in Ireland.

It is a measure of the difficulties facing the Irish rope mussel sector that volume and value here have 
stagnated compared to Scotland. However, it is also clear that a co-operative, commercially-driven 
approach on e.g. production, processing, logistics, and sales and marketing has been critical in 
enabling their industry to achieve a far higher price for a much lower output.

BIM is been developing a comparable approach, supporting ‘Seafood Company Collectives’ 
for individual seafood companies to come together to reduce duplication, increase profitability 
and improve competitiveness. This pooling of resources is aimed at addressing the challenges of 
scale associated with growing customer demands, reducing time to market, and limited marketing 
resources. The kinds of strategic options supported include e.g.

 • Joint venture approach to new markets.

 • Producer and processor integration groups.

 • Logistics co-operation groups.

 • Formal partnerships, mergers, acquisitions and alliances.

In addition, BIM has been supportive of Coordinated Local Aquaculture Management Systems 
(CLAMS). These can coordinate and manage a variety of projects, such as realignment and 
rationalisation of mussel lines, improvement of mussel training areas, and beach and pier clean-ups.

There is an urgent need to set up a national producers and exporters group, based on the thinking 
and model of ‘Seafood Company Collectives’ to develop and implement a co-operative-based, 
commercially-driven, market-oriented approach which maximises value for producers.
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Recommendations

1.  Measures which improve efficiency and sustainability e.g. New Zealand technique, innovating 
the growing cycle, optimal stocking, thinning longlines, timely harvesting, and best practice 
e.g. in quality and handling, should be applied across the sector. BIM should continue to 
provide technical and financial supports to facilitate this.

2.  A national producers and exporters group with regional nodes should be set up on a  
co-operative, commercial, market-oriented basis to develop and service export markets.

3.  Membership should be open to all farmers producing or committing to agreed standards 
e.g. EN45011, Irish Quality Mussel Scheme and Origin Ireland™. BIM should continue its 
technical and financial support to help producers reach the highest standards.

4.  The group should facilitate the sharing of infrastructure e.g. harvesters, low loaders and 
forklifts and prioritise investment in new infrastructure for collective benefit.

5.  The group should provide observatory, advisory and know-how on e.g. market trends, 
production and handling techniques, and scientific/regulatory requirements.

6. The group should pre-buy all output to prioritise sales into fresh export markets.

7.  The group should enter into contract arrangements with the processors to pack fresh produce 
for export markets. If feasible, the necessary capital investment should be funded from 
Ireland’s EMFF allocation. Alternatively, it should be made available by way of low-interest 
commercial loan to the sector by the State.

8.  BIM should fund the domestic processors to develop and share a process recently identified for 
extracting small mussel meats; and the processors should explore the opportunities for further 
product development using these small meats e.g. shellfish spreads.
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‘Catching the Current’

Branding and Marketing
As well as price and product competition from EU and third countries, lack of scale and general 
undercutting, historic problems with quality and safety, and the constraints which the licensing system 
puts on growth, profitability is also being depressed because Irish rope mussels are seen, particularly 
in the French market – Ireland’s largest – as a “gap filler” not a premium product.

However, the size of the French market (which imported 56,000 tonnes in 2011) and its importance 
to Ireland (we shipped nearly 8,000 tonnes in 2010), means there is a need and an opportunity to 
change the “gap filler” perception, with a determined effort to position Irish produce as high value, 
quality assured, and available outside the traditional buying season. This will not be easy: Ireland is 
competing in France against Holland, Spain, Chile, Italy, Greece, the UK and others.

Yet the payoff could be substantial: As one operator puts it, “In France, supermarkets control 75% of 
retail sales. They have created the demand for mussels in a tray. Today, one mussel out of every five is 
sold in a tray. Pre-packed fresh mussels are consumed especially in Paris and surrounding areas and 
in the West and South-West of France.”20

In the interviews, some felt it could be difficult to brand fresh Irish mussels given past problems with 
quality and safety. However, others pointed out that, as Ireland was the first EU country to ensure 
efficient and safe monitoring systems with a combined mouse bioassay and chemical protocol, 
the opportunity should not be lost, especially as the current high mortality rate in French mussels is 
likely to increase demand and price for fresh Irish produce. As another operator said, if Ireland can 
convince the French that fresh Irish produce shipped now is “the real McCoy”, they could achieve a 
stronger, long-term position in that market.

Recommendations

1.  All fresh rope mussels produced to e.g. EN45011, ECOPACT, IQMP, Origin Ireland™ 
standards should be sold in European markets under a new, trademarked brand name.

2. A unique and distinctive packaging should be developed and trademarked.

3.  The national producers and exporters group  
should invest in the development of a sales  
and marketing capability that enables  
it to serve European retail markets.
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Recommendations
Funding, Licensing and Development

1.  The Government should prioritise the rope mussel sector for development and investment in 
the forthcoming EMFF-approved seafood development operational programme.

2.  There should be an initiative to expedite Appropriate Assessments and pre-screening under the 
Environmental Impact Directive, to facilitate the introduction of a seamless licensing system by 
end-2017. Consideration should be given to outsourcing or other reasonable, suitable option.

3.  Any license in use that falls due for renewal, or further renewal, before the Appropriate 
Assessment and/or Environmental Impact Directive pre-screening have been carried out, 
should be renewed or further renewed, unless the balance of expert evidence is such that it 
ought to be refused. If necessary, this should be clarified in legislation.

4.  Applications to extend, change or open a new site in an area where an Appropriate 
Assessment has been done, should be considered against existing baseline data, unless the 
balance of expert evidence is that a further Appropriate Assessment is required.

5.  The register of rope mussel licenses should be reviewed with a view to rationalising or 
reallocating licenses that have fallen into disuse. In areas where hectares licensed exceed 
carrying capacity, the excess of licenses in use should be extinguished and the license-holders 
compensated with a scheme analogous to the whitefish fleet decommissioning initiative.

6.  BIM should introduce a low-interest loan scheme to enable producers operating on a Section 
19 (4) concession, who are precluded from getting grant aid, to access on commercial terms, 
the amount they could otherwise qualify for under grant aid.

7.  Applicants should have a choice of grant or loan for e.g. capital investment, product or 
process innovation, marketing and training, depending on need and preference.

Shellfish Monitoring

 1. A courier delivery / two-day turnaround model should be trialled.

2.  There should be an early warning system to enable the Marine Institute to notify producers of 
unforeseen or unavoidable delay in turning around test results.

3.  The Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine and the Sea Fisheries Protection Authority 
should consider if there is any lacuna in the law on FBOs and take any steps necessary to 
ensure the safety of the food chain is not compromised.



Developing Exports of Fresh Rope Mussels from Ireland
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Production and Processing

1.  Measures which improve efficiency and sustainability e.g. New Zealand technique,  
innovating the growing cycle, optimal stocking, thinning longlines, timely harvesting,  
and best practice e.g. in quality and handling, should be applied across the sector.  
BIM should continue to provide technical and financial supports to facilitate this.

2.  A national producers and exporters group with regional nodes should be set up on a  
co-operative, commercial, market-oriented basis to develop and service export markets.

3.  Membership should be open to all farmers producing or committing to agreed standards  
e.g. EN45011, Irish Quality Mussel Scheme and Origin Ireland™. BIM should continue  
its technical and financial support to help producers reach the highest standards.

4.  The group should facilitate the sharing of infrastructure e.g. harvesters, low loaders  
and forklifts and prioritise investment in new infrastructure for collective benefit.

5.  The group should provide observatory, advisory and know-how on e.g. market trends, 
production and handling techniques, and scientific/regulatory requirements.

6.  The group should pre-buy all output to prioritise sales into fresh export markets.

7.  The group should enter into contract arrangements with the processors to pack fresh produce 
for export markets. If feasible, the necessary capital investment should be funded from 
Ireland’s EMFF allocation. Alternatively, it should be made available by way of low-interest 
commercial loan to the sector by the State.

8.  BIM should fund the domestic processors to develop and share a process recently identified  
for extracting small mussel meats; and the processors should explore the opportunities for 
further product development using these small meats e.g. shellfish spreads.

Branding and Marketing

1.  All fresh rope mussels produced to e.g. EN45011, ECOPACT, IQMP, Origin Ireland™ 
standards should be sold in European markets under a new, trademarked brand name.

2. A unique and distinctive packaging should be developed and trademarked.

3.  The national producers and exporters group should invest in the development of a sales  
and marketing capability that enables it to serve European retail markets.



‘Catching the Current’  
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