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Intelligence

Commercial production of sea bream
�ngerlings in Spain

1 April 2000
By Javier Ojeda González-Posada, M.S.

Producers now tapping into export markets

(https://www.globalseafood.org)
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Modern culture of marine �shes in Spain began around 25 years ago, but commercial production only
started about 12 years ago, based on the culture of sea bream (Sparus aurata). Companies that
pioneered sea bream culture had to develop on their own the relatively complex techniques for larval
rearing of this �sh, essentially through trial and error. Support from the o�cial sector and universities
for this research and its adaptation for commercial production was always limited, although these
companies did share their advances among themselves and with similar companies and institutions in
France and Italy.

Following a deep crisis in the early 1990s, only a few hatcheries with cutting- edge technology and
enough �nancial support survived. Since then, the number of companies involved in sea bream
production has barely increased, and hatcheries have produced sea bream �ngerling numbers well
above the needs of national market demand, exporting the excess production to other Mediterranean
countries. Because of this, Spain has maintained a stable growth in �ngerling production.

Currently, there are eight sea bream hatcheries in Spain, distributed along the country’s coastline. Sea
bream production in 1998 was 36 million �ngerlings, and in 1999 production was expected to increase
to almost 45 million. About one-third of the production is exported, mostly to Portugal, Italy, Greece and
Malta. These hatcheries also produce �ngerlings of other commercially important �shes, such as sea
bass (Dicentrarchus labrax), �ounder (Solea senegalensis) and others.

Fingerling production process
The production of sea bream �ngerlings is complex and begins with broodstock. Originally, all
broodstock used was wild-caught, but with time this practice is being replaced with the use of captive-
born and bred animals – in some cases this has already been underway for a number of generations.
However, any genetic improvement is still imperceptible. Eggs have a diameter of about one-mm, and
larvae are very small and relatively primitive, with no resemblance to the adult animal. They have no
digestive tract and must survive by consuming their yolk. They move very little and �oat around on the
water surface. At around four days after hatching, they begin to feed, requiring live feeds like rotifers
and microalgae, followed by artemia. Live feeds are necessary during the �rst month or so after
hatching. At four months, the average weight is around 2 grams, and this is the usual market size for
sea bream �ngerlings.

(https://bspcerti�cation.org/)

Demand for large �ngerlings
In recent years, the demand for larger �ngerlings up to 10 to 15 grams has increased, due to the
expansion of the cage grow-out industry, which requires larger �ngerlings for stocking due to the
harsher conditions in these cages compared to land-based grow-out systems. Fingerling producers

Culture of large sea bream �ngerlings for cage grow-out. Inset: �nal
product ready for market.

https://bspcertification.org/
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have had to modify their facilities to be able to grow larger animals, and this has been accomplished by
increasing tank volume and water �ow. Where these modi�cations have not been possible, new
companies specializing in “pre-grow-out” have come online. These companies take the 2-gram
�ngerlings from traditional hatcheries and grow them to the 10- to 15-gram animals required for
stocking into sea cages. There is close contact and cooperation among all involved, from the original
hatcheries through the new pre-grow-out facilities and to the cage grow-out companies.

In the wild, sea bream spawn naturally from December to May, but through environmental manipulation
and control it is now possible to spawn sea bream broodstock year round. This allows grow-out
companies to purchase �ngerlings whenever they need them. Most of these companies buy and stock
seabream �ngerlings throughout the year, which allows them to have product for the market at any
time.

Quality of �ngerlings
Fish quality has always been a priority for Spanish producers of sea bream �ngerlings, and a challenge
they had to face and overcome in a stepwise manner. During its early years, the industry’s biggest
challenge was to produce su�cient �ngerlings to supply their own needs. Then it had to reduce to
acceptable levels the problems of deformities and malformations. And then the industry had to work on
production methods that yielded uniform size �ngerlings.

Nowadays, having successfully overcome all these problems, the main area of improvement is
preventive health – including vaccination – although there are no serious disease problems threatening
the industry.

Transport to grow-out farms
Fingerlings are transported from hatcheries to grow-out farms by road using live haul trucks properly
�tted with aeration and oxygenation systems. There are several specialized, live hauling companies,
which transport �ngerlings within Spain and to other countries in Europe and Northern Africa. About
100,000 to 500,000 �ngerlings are sent in each shipment, and travel time can be as long as one week.
Occasionally, �ngerlings are also shipped by air.

(Editor’s Note: This article was originally published in the April 2000 print edition of the Global
Aquaculture Advocate.)
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