


In 2021, Compassion in World 
Farming published a report – 
Octopus Factory Farming: A Recipe 
for Disaster – in which the scientific 
evidence relating to octopuses and 
the consequences of farming them 
was reviewed (1). The report warned 
of the potential practices in octopus 
farms that would be detrimental to 
the welfare of these animals.

INTRODUCTION

UNCOVERING THE HORRIFIC REALITY OF OCTOPUS FARMING

For example, octopuses are not suitable for the high 
stocking densities that are typical of factory farm systems, 
as they are naturally solitary animals (2,3). The crowded 
conditions risk increased aggression, and ultimately can 
lead to cannibalism (2–4). 

The report also warned that there is no humane slaughter 
method for octopuses, and therefore octopus farming 
should not be allowed due to the suffering it would cause. 
It has been scientifically demonstrated that octopuses 
are able to feel pain and possess cognitive attributes 
comparable to those found in vertebrates (5–8). 

Consequently, they should always be slaughtered using 
a method that avoids any pain, distress, or suffering, 
and currently there is no method that meets these  
essential requirements.

https://www.ciwf.org.uk/research/species-aquatic-animals/octopus-factory-farming-a-recipe-for-disaster/
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Another issue emphasised in the report is the  
environmental consequences associated with the farming 
of carnivorous species such as octopuses. Octopuses 
naturally feed on crabs, clams, small fishes, etc. in the wild 
(9). In order to feed them in farms, a large amount of live  
or frozen natural food such as crustaceans and fish is  
needed (10), which is an unsustainable practice. This 
dependence on wild-caught fish in their diets, would 
increase the pressure on our already overexploited fish 
stocks (11–13).

Despite all the concerning issues, Nueva Pescanova, a 
Spanish multinational seafood company, has submitted 
a plan to build the world’s first commercial octopus farm 
in the Port of Las Palmas, in Spain’s Canary Islands (14). At 
the time of writing this report, the required national permit 
processes are still pending and are dependent upon the 
final approval and publication of the Environmental Impact 
Assessment (EIA) report. 

Eurogroup for Animals has received information from 
sources in Spain regarding Nueva Pescanova’s planned 
operations for this future farm.

In summary, the farm plans include construction  
of a two-storey building with:

40-60 FATTENING TANKS 
550-650 SETTLEMENT TANKS 
90-110 TANKS FOR PARALARVAE 
22-36 TANKS FOR BROODSTOCK OCTOPUSES
First steps in establishing production on the farm include 
the use of 100 individuals for reproductive aims; they 
will use 30 females and 70 males hosted in 20 tanks 
of 15m3. The transport of some individuals from Nueva 
Pescanova’s research facilities in the North of Spain (15) is 
also contemplated as a supportive measure. Once eggs are 
obtained, males will be removed from the tanks. Paralarvae 
will be kept at stocking densities of 10 kg/m3 for 80-90 days, 
but there are plans to increase stocking densities when 
they have optimised the system. Juveniles of around 1 kg 
will then be transferred to the fattening tanks, where they 
will remain for 3-4 months until they reach the slaughtering 
weight of approx. 3 kg. This land-based aquaculture facility 
will include a recirculation aquaculture system (RAS) as 
well as a continual open circuit system for different life 
stages. Nueva Pescanova expects to produce 3,000 tonnes 
per year once the farm has established its 100% capacity of 
production, which means that...

AROUND ONE MILLION OCTOPUSES WILL 
BE REARED AND SLAUGHTERED EACH 
YEAR IN THIS FARM. 
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The following list highlights 
our main concerns about the 
planned practices, explains why 
they represent a welfare or 
environmental risk and provides 
scientific evidence proving the 
potential harmful consequences 
of each one:

CONCERNS

OCTOPUSES WILL BE KILLED USING ICE SLURRY 
WITHOUT PRE-STUNNING - AN INHUMANE METHOD 
THAT CAUSES PAIN, FEAR AND SUFFERING
Nueva Pescanova plans to kill octopuses by submerging 
them in tanks containing 500 litres of water with ice at 
-3/0°C, which will result in a painful, stressful, and slow 
death. The use of ice slurry to kill other aquatic animals, 
such as fish, without pre-stunning has been scientifically 
shown to be inhumane (16), causing considerable pain, 
fear, suffering and an extremely prolonged death (17). 
Given the welfare issues associated with the use of 
ice slurry, the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) 
discourages its use for several fish species (18–21), and  
the EU is currently drafting legislation to end the  
practice in major aquaculture sectors (22). It is 
unacceptable that ice slurry has been selected to 
slaughter octopuses, despite the demonstrated 
problems with the use of this method, and the 
current efforts to eliminate its use in fish species on  
welfare grounds.

OCTOPUSES, SOLITARY IN NATURE, WILL BE KEPT 
IN OVERCROWDED CONDITIONS WHERE THEY WILL 
BE AT RISK FROM AGGRESSION AND CANNIBALISM
Octopuses are mostly solitary-living animals  
(2–4,23), which is acknowledged in Nueva Pescanova’s 
operational plans. However, octopuses will be kept in 
groups, at high stocking densities, within their farms. 
Nueva Pescanova plans to keep octopuses at 10-30 
kg/m3,  which equates to 10 to 15 octopuses per cubic 
metre. Housing species who are solitary by nature 
in high densities can result in poor welfare (3), and 
creates the risk of aggression and territorialism leading 
to cannibalism (2,4). Nueva Pescanova is aware of the 
issue and, in order to control this problem, the farm 
plans include separating individuals by sex and size. 

PLANS TO EXPOSE OCTOPUSES TO 24-HOUR 
PERIODS OF CONSTANT UNNATURAL LIGHT ARE 
LIKELY TO CAUSE SIGNIFICANT STRESS TO THE 
ANIMALS, WHO NATURALLY AVOID LIGHT
Nueva Pescanova plans to use 24-hour periods of 
light during the reproduction period to speed up the 
spawning of the females. However, octopuses spend 
much of their time in dark sheltered areas in the wild. 
Octopuses are able to “feel” light in their arms (24). 
It has been observed that octopuses fold their arms 
during daytime, whereas at night they are extended 
(24). This behaviour corresponds to an instinctive 
manner to protect themselves from potential daytime 
predators (24). Therefore, their natural behaviour 
is to avoid the light, and the photoperiods of 24 
hours of continued light could be very stressful for 
these animals. Nueva Pescanova’s operational plans 
recognise that octopuses naturally avoid the light, 
stating “juveniles and adult octopuses have negative 
phototaxis, showing movements to move away from 
places with light”, yet their plans still include 24-hour 
periods of light exposure. 
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OCTOPUSES WILL BE FED WITH COMMERCIAL  
FEEDS CONTAINING FISHMEAL AND FISH 
OIL AS MAIN INGREDIENTS, POSING HIGH 
ENVIRONMENTAL RISKS
Commercial feeds for carnivorous aquatic species 
include fishmeal and fish oil as main ingredients,  
which are viewed as highly unsustainable (10). 
Fishmeal and fish oil are mainly produced from 
forage fish such as anchovy, sardines, herring, and 
mackerel (12). Forage fish play a key role in the marine 
environment as they are crucial in transferring 
energy from primary producers to higher trophic-
level species including large fish, marine mammals, 
and seabirds (12). Therefore, the use of these species 
to feed aquatic carnivorous species poses high 
environmental risks (11,12,25–27). Moreover, the 
“Strategic Guidelines for the sustainable development 
of aquaculture” adopted by the EU Commission in 
May 2021 (28) aim to reduce aquaculture’s reliance on 
fishmeal and fish oil produced from wild-caught fish, 
including by aquaculture transitioning to produce 
low-trophic species. Establishing a new industry 
farming a carnivorous species, which will heavily rely 
on these ingredients, appears to be at odds with the 
intentions set out by the Commission.

Compassion in World Farming recently published 
a report - Rethinking EU Aquaculture: for people, 
animals and the planet – explaining this issue and 
presenting alternatives to carnivorous aquaculture, 
since a change towards more sustainable aquatic 
farming is crucial (29).

THE ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS ASSOCIATED 
WITH WASTE FROM THE FARM HAVE NOT BEEN 
PROPERLY EVALUATED
The farm application gives no evidence that 
comprehensive evaluations or estimations have been 
carried out to calculate the amount of waste that 
the farm will produce. The document only shows 
that controls will be performed according to the 
current legislation, however an estimation of feed 
and faeces waste based on the production capacity 
are not included, therefore the magnitude of the 
environmental impact in the surrounding area of the 
farm is unknown.

AN ASSESSMENT OF POTENTIAL DISEASES IN 
FARMING CONDITIONS HAS NOT BEEN PROPERLY 
CARRIED OUT
Potential octopus diseases and chemical treatments 
that would need to be applied in the farm are not 
described or estimated. Therefore, the health of 
these animals is not properly assessed, nor are 
the medicines that will be needed. The document 
only states that a follow-up on the diseases will be 
done, and the sources will be tracked. Given that 
overcrowded conditions in farms commonly lead to 
major incidences of microbial diseases, the potential 
bacterial and viral diseases should be assessed and 
evaluated before the farm is established. It is also 
crucial that the chemicals and antibiotics that may 
be used are also evaluated given their impact on the 
environment and on global health (30,31).

THERE ARE ETHICAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL 
ISSUES ASSOCIATED WITH THE PROPOSED  
LAND-BASED AQUACULTURE SYSTEM
There is an extremely high amount of energy and 
water usage associated with land-based recirculation 
aquaculture systems (RAS) (32–34), and similar 
energy demands when pumping for a continual flow-
through. This, of course, causes concerns in terms 
of the unsustainable amount of greenhouse gas 
emissions that may be generated from this farm and 
poses energy and water security problems. Moreover, 
there are several animal welfare risks linked to land-
based RAS as well. For example, there is a higher 
risk of mass mortality among the octopuses living in 
this system relating to increased chances of disease 
spread, poor water quality, and system failure (32,35). 
These risks are compounded by the inherent need for 
high stocking densities within RAS systems in order 
for them to be profitable (32). As mentioned above, 
crowded conditions are especially inappropriate for 
solitary octopuses. Furthermore, these aquaculture 
environments are entirely artificial. This contradicts 
the welfare needs of highly intelligent animals such 
as octopuses who require varied stimuli within  
their habitats.

4
6

7

5

https://www.ciwf.org/resources/reports-position-papers-briefings/rethinking-eu-aquaculture-for-people-animals-and-the-planet/
https://www.ciwf.org/resources/reports-position-papers-briefings/rethinking-eu-aquaculture-for-people-animals-and-the-planet/


UNCOVERING THE HORRIFIC REALITY OF OCTOPUS FARMING

Compassion in World Farming and 
Eurogroup for Animals believe that 
the plans and practices presented 
in this document are extremely 
concerning on both animal welfare 
and environmental grounds and 
that permission to build the farm 
should be rejected. 

CONCLUSIONS
 y  These animals are unsuitable for farming conditions given 

their solitary nature, and the high densities proposed may 
lead to serious welfare problems. 

 y  It is particularly worrying that octopuses will be  
slaughtered using ice slurry, an inhumane killing method 
that the aquaculture industry (mainly fish farms) is working 
to eliminate from current practices. The adoption of this 
method would force octopuses to suffer very painful, 
stressful, and long deaths. 

 y  The suggestion of 24-hour photoperiods during the 
reproduction phase is also very concerning given the 
aversion these animals have to light. 

 y  In summary, the welfare of octopuses has not been properly 
considered in the current plans of the farm. 

In addition, it is important that any new aquaculture  
species are sustainable and resource-efficient. Octopus 
farming goes against this premise since the feed contains 
human-edible ingredients such as fish or soybean, 
contributing to overfishing of wild fish populations and with 
linkages to deforestation. Octopus farming is fundamentally 
unsustainable. The EU should not provide funding support 
to industrial octopus farming developments, or any other  
new animal-based farming methods that clearly defy a 
sustainable food system transformation.
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