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Biosecurity for Fisheries 

Non-native species including plants, animals and pathogens can cause 
serious long-term damage to our fisheries. Good biosecurity is vital in helping 
to prevent the introduction and spread of these organisms and is one of the 
most important considerations for any fishery owner or manager. Good 
biosecurity doesn’t have to be complicated or expensive and is usually 
grounded in simply getting the basics right. It is everyone’s responsibility to 
be mindful of these risks and to help protect our fisheries.  

What is biosecurity? 
Biosecurity is defined as the measures that can be taken to reduce the risk of diseases, 
parasites, or non-native species from entering a fishery or being transferred between 
waters. A biosecurity plan is essential for all fisheries; identifying the risks of non-native 
species and disease entering a fishery and setting out measures to prevent their 
introduction. 

Why is biosecurity so important? 
The introduction of disease and non-native species poses one of the greatest threats to a 
fishery. Every year fisheries across the country experience disease outbreaks following 
the introduction of harmful pathogens. Similarly, non-native species, particularly invasive 
non-native species, can have severe, long-lasting impacts on our environment, with high 
economic losses and often irreversible changes to the receiving environment. These risks 
can be greatly reduced by some simple biosecurity measures, with prevention being far 
easier and cheaper than cure.  

Hidden dangers 
Many disease-causing organisms can 
enter a fishery unnoticed. These tiny 
organisms are often too small to see with 
the naked eye, but can be present in 
healthy-looking fish, on fishing equipment, 
nets, plants and even on machinery, 
vehicles, and footwear. 
 
Once introduced, these organisms can be 
very difficult to control and often 
impossible to remove, leading to poor fish 
growth, loss of condition, reduced fishery 
performance and even fish mortalities. 
The introduction of these harmful 
organisms can also lead to regulatory 
controls or even eradication measures 
being implemented to prevent their spread 
and wider impact.    
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Understanding the risks 
By far the greatest risk of introducing disease or unwanted species is through the act of 
stocking fish. Fishery performance can often be improved without needing to restock, but if 
absolutely necessary, there are measures that can be taken to reduce the risk associated 
with this activity. Always know exactly where the fish are coming from, make sure they 
come with a valid health check and always be there at the time of introduction. If in doubt, 
don't stock and never stock fish illegally or from an unknown source.  

Check, Clean, Dry! 
Diseases and non-native species can be spread by wet nets, muddy boots, 
and other fishing equipment. Anything that has come into contact with 
infected fish or contaminated water has the potential to transfer unwanted 
organisms. The golden rule of biosecurity is to always ‘Check, Clean and Dry’ 
equipment before moving between sites. Pathogens and non-native species 
can survive for hours and even days under damp conditions, but will die when 
equipment is thoroughly dried, particularly when exposed to sunlight. This is 
an important message for anyone entering a fishery, including fishery workers 
or contractors as well as anglers.    

Using disinfectants 
Disinfection can provide an effective means of biosecurity. 
Disinfectants can take many different forms, but some of the 
most effective are Virkon® or iodine-based solutions known 
as iodophors. These are widely available, easy to use and 
are quick to kill disease-causing organisms. Manufacturer’s 
instructions must be followed carefully to ensure they are 
used safely and effectively.   
 
Disinfectants can be sprayed directly onto clean fishing 
equipment and vehicle tyres etc. but may also be used in a 
net dip. When used correctly, a well-maintained net dip can 
be an effective way to protect a fishery. Net dips should be 
covered to prevent dilution from rain and dose rates and 
contact times should be maintained.   

Awareness and good practice  
Awareness is a key element of good biosecurity. Clear signs and guidance will help 
promote good practices so that everyone shares responsibility for maintaining healthy 
fisheries. Providing a designated cleaning area upon entry and leaving a fishery will also 
help instil good behaviours. Supplying nets and unhooking mats at a fishery can also 
reduce risk of disease transfer from equipment leaving a site. Investing in good biosecurity 
will provide a solid foundation for a healthy fishery and help avoid introduction of disease 
and non-native species and subsequent problems.   
 
For more information on biosecurity, non-native species or fish diseases please 
contact our National Fisheries Laboratory. Tel: 02084 745244;  
Email: fish.health@environment-agency.gov.uk OR non-natives@environment-
agency.gov.uk. 


