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LOCHABER DSFB UPDATE. SEPTEMBER 2018. 
Jon Gibb, Clerk to the Board.

Aquaculture
I received an application to expand the Marine Harvest site on Muck to 3500 from 2500 tonnes. I responded with highly ‘conditional’ support stating that a consent should include a condition to fallow some inshore farms during the wild smolt run and include a smolt tracking project and local wild fish monitoring. The nearby SAC for Freshwater Pearly Mussels is a matter for SNH and they too have withheld support until a number of conditions are met. The decision is still under review.
A proposed fund for west coast fisheries management has been proposed by the SSPO. I have liaised closely with FMS about the timing of any such funding availability and have received the commitment that we will know this by the autumn.  It would seem that the fish farmers are waiting for the outcome of the Scottish Government’s fish farm enquiry before committing to this further and there are also ongoing discussions about how the fund will be administered. I am keeping a very close eye on developments and will make sure that priority projects in Lochaber are early applicants to this fund when it gets up and running.
I met with Marine Harvest to discuss Environment Management Plans for all fish farms in the region. These will soon be applied to all fish farms and they present an opportunity to make sure that robust data gathering and feedback into management actions takes place.
I fed into the Aquaculture Stewardship Council’s review of MH Loch Leven site pointing out that the farm did not achieve compliance on lice levels by its own ASC Standards. Since this review in May I have noticed that Marine Harvest appear to have removed both of their sites (Loch Leven and Linnhe) from the mandatory publication of sea lice results online. I am unclear whether this means that the sites are no longer ASC certified. 
I attended a meeting of the FMS Aquaculture Committee. The SSPO funding (above) was discussed along with a proposal to pay for fishery officers/assistants in each West Coast region to assist with bailiffing, monitoring etc. These might be paid for with Crown Estate funding. Each region had differing views on this. We also discussed the new methods of sea lice monitoring to be trialled by the LFT in Loch Linnhe this year including the positioning of fyke nets to try and capture salmon and sea trout smolts.
I have responded to an application to expand the MH site at Maclean’s Nose by 40% – I sent a strongly worded response pointing out the breaches of lice targets and disease problems even though this new site has only seen one production cycle so far. The position of the DSFB is that there should be zero expansion of existing sites in inshore locations close to the mouths of salmon rivers and known migration paths of smolts. Other consultees have responded similarly. The matter remains under consideration by the planning authority.
Malcolm Spence QC (former member and legal advisor to the Board) sent me a copy of some papers and a letter he had sent to Jim Semple about freshwater smolt farms and their impacts on sea trout. I responded with an update on the situation with regards the three local freshwater farms (Shiel, Lochy and Arkaig) and the matter is ongoing between them.
Liaison with Scottish Government
The Scottish Government’s enquiry into salmon farming is ongoing. Following on from the hard-hitting report by the ECCLR Committee, the Chairman of the REC Committee (who are undertaking the main enquiry) wrote to me to inform me that the main enquiry will report ‘some time in the autumn’.
In March I gave evidence in person to the REC Committee wild fish evidence session of the fish farm enquiry along with FMS, S&TA and the National Trust. I think the session was a success as it allowed MSP’s to hear a coherent and coordinated response from all of us about the impacts of fish farming on wild fish and the necessary changes needed for improving this environmental impact.
Following on from this evidence session, in April I managed to arrange for members of the REC Committee to come to Lochaber to hear from fisheries people on the ground. They met with local biologists, club anglers, proprietors, ghillies and river managers and we were able to emphasise in particular the need for much tighter regulation and a process of relocation of inshore sites. This was then followed by a visit to Drimsallie Hatchery and the MH land-based recirculation unit at Lochailort.
I also met with head fisheries civil servant Alastair Mitchell in March and was able to highlight the fact that any new offshore fish farms should include pre-planning application survey work to make sure that salmon smolts do not come close to these installations. I also was able to emphasise the complete lack of funding and resources in the Lochaber region for effective fisheries management due to the severely depressed state of the salmon and sea trout stock and the near total lack of income generated from local fisheries (unlike rivers on the East and North Coasts of Scotland).
This was then followed shortly afterwards by a meeting I held with local MSP Kate Forbes – I showed her that, in spite of the Crown Estate and SEPA gaining several million pounds of income each year from fish farm leases and licences, practically none of this was being channelled back into wild fisheries management. I then demonstrated the vast difference in available fisheries management funding between the Scottish West and East coasts. I can only hope that she takes these arguments further, especially as she has recently been appointed the Scottish Government Minister for Public Finance.
Hydropower
I received an application for a run of river hydro scheme on the Allt Mhuic that runs into Loch Arkaig. I responded suggesting that an electro fishing baseline survey is undertaken followed by ongoing surveys as there is a section of (sub optimal) habitat that will be affected by the scheme. I also repeated (once again) the Board’s concerns about the cumulative impact of a great many hydros in the Arkaig catchment. Disappointingly I was then over-ruled by SEPA on the need for a survey as the habitat, in their opinion, between the outflow and the impassable falls is so marginal.
I received an application for another hydro scheme on the side of Loch Arkaig at Murlaggan – this would gather in in several smaller nearby catchments before running all flows down the Allt Cailleach to the powerhouse. I responded to both the CAR application and the planning application. In both of these I pointed out that no electro-fishing had been done to demonstrate the actual species and fish numbers present, and again referred to issue of cumulative impact on Loch Arkaig with so many hydros. (SEPA are of the view that as each scheme has little impact then cumulative impact not important). I further highlighted that the very healthy trout population in Loch Arkaig means that trout must be using optimal and sub optimal habitat and a simple habitat walkover survey is not enough to assume that some tributaries are not important (especially in proposed schemes like this which gather in several small tributaries). I reiterated the general position of the Board that it is against the unnatural diversion of other catchments to one main catchment for the increase of power production. There may well be several impacts from this which are difficult to predict and monitor, even if the smaller catchments appear to have sub-optimal habitat for fish.
The SSE Coire Glas proposal above Loch Lochy is back on the table – I responded to a new EIA Report and focussed on the potential release of aluminium into water (lethal to fish) during quarrying of the corrie, and also that exactly what structure remains at Mucomir should be decided at this early stage. I also highlighted the loss of spawning potential at the deltas of loch burns due to the proposed large and regular rise and fall of the loch. SSE have responded saying that the Mucomir issue will be decided upon prior to construction and that the rate of up/down is not yet known and will depend on market conditions. I remain concerned about the issues I raised but the planning and CAR stage will be a chance to have this looked at in more detail.
I met with SEPA along with other fisheries managers from Scotland to discuss the issue of fish passage at dams. I highlighted the ongoing concerns about the Borland Lift configuration at Mucomir. 
New counters have been installed at Morar and Mucomir by SSE – I have received the software to view the counts but still have several issues with the data being produced. This is particularly so at Morar where SSE have failed repeatedly to provide count data for last season and this season.
I liaised with SSE about the tailrace screens at Kingairloch power station as they want to remove them during the winter. They sought to remove them in September, but I said this was too early and we have settled for November to early May. Debris has been building up on the screens and flooding the power station
5 hydro schemes are being proposed by new owners of the Lochaber smelter SIMEC close to Leanachan above the existing smelter pipeline. This is currently at the scoping stage. I have responded saying that I don’t believe these areas are accessible to migratory salmonids but that perhaps this development presents an opportunity to revisit the practically non-existent compensation flow currently coming from the existing dams all along the face of the hill and feeding the smelter pipeline.
Fassfern Estate have applied for planning permission to modify their existing hydro scheme and gather in several small watercourse to increase power potential. I have responded to say that suitable compensation flow would be necessary in all affected watercourses and especially in the 2 that have spawning habitat in their lower reaches.

I received a scoping application for enhancement of an existing hydro scheme on tributaries of the River Slatach west of Glenfinnan. I passed these on the Shiel sub Board and, having heard back from Colin Corlet, responded agreeing with the fisheries report findings that there would be no perceived impact due to the proposal lying well above impassable falls for migratory fish. 

There is also a proposed hydro scheme on a lower tributary of the River Coe currently at the scoping stage. Davy Gunn has assisted me with local knowledge of the burn in question and I was able to respond accordingly. Little impact on migratory fish is predicted.
Other consultations and application responses
I attended a site visit with engineers at a recently built railway culvert on the burn at Annat as I discovered it had created a potential impassable barrier to fish. A new design was agreed and a rebuild is currently underway.
I responded to a proposed railway culvert on the Borrodale Burn near Arisaig – I insisted that the work is complete by October and that any design would design would improve on existing fish passage.
I was contacted about a new cycle track bridge on the Abhainn Righ at Inchree – I asked to be kept in loop with the CAR application. Work will be done out with salmonid spawning season

I received notification of repairs to the Nevis Bridge in Fort William and the Finnan Bridge at Glenfinnan. I responded to make sure all pollution protection measures are followed; the work will be finished by the end of September; and that full fish passage will be maintained throughout the period of works.
I received notification of scour damage repairs at a railway bridge near Lochailort. I responded noting that the burn will be used by spawning sea trout and any works will have to take this into account.
I received notification of a scour repair required on the Kiachnish road bridge on the A82. As the bridge is in transitional waters and below the high spring-tide mark, I said that they could waive the normal spawning period ban on instream works as long as full access for fish is provided at all times during the works.
I received a marine licence scoping report for a seaward harvesting operation on the West Coast of Scotland with a processing plant in Mallaig. I responded saying that any environmental report written as part of the application would have to consider the potentially very serious impact on sea trout habitat use in the marine phase. This application has attracted considerable national attention (largely against it) and it will be interesting to see whether a full application is made.
I received an early indication (by telephone call) that Scottish Water intend to apply for a CAR licence to abstract water direct from R Lochy in times of severe drought. This would be in addition to the existing wells at Camisky that take water from underground aquifers. I told them that the riverbank landowners would have to be fully consulted as any pipe would cross their land. I also pointed out that the existing aquifer scheme had to undergo an extensive series of environmental assessments and ongoing monitoring for any impacts on fish. Any new proposal would have to have a similar process. A formal CAR application has not yet been received.
Other meetings, issues etc

I attended a Morar sub Board meeting in March where a number of local issues were discussed. I have also been offering assistance in the Morar catchment in relation to organisation of the fishing and potential future funding of the sub Board.
I also attended a Shiel sub Board meeting where, amongst other local issues, the organisation of boat permits on the loch was discussed following on from the very useful distribution by Colin Corlet of a list of boat numbers and the relevant proprietor and tenant.
One individual has taken and passed the bailiff exam this year - Andy Barker, who works for Rhubana Estate at Morar, is now a warranted bailiff. 
New legislation came into force recently surrounding data handling – following the advice of Fishlegal, I have taken steps to make the Lochaber DSFB compliant. We now have a data handling policy and a statement is on the website
I was sent a (rarther draconian) draft stocking guidance policy paper from FMS (available on request) and I responded with very deep concerns that it sought to limit managers in what they can do when, in fact, with marine survival rates this low and spawning so low in some places, the use of hatcheries becomes a very justifiable response to ensure enough smolts are going to sea. The paper is both out of date and does not consider the current situation on the West Coast. I then met with Alan Wells of FMS to discuss the policy further. I am pleased to say that we agreed that the paper needed to have some changes to reflect the varied and local circumstances throughout Scotland.
The Atlantic Salmon Trust have a new CEO - Mark Bilsby, formerly of the Dee DSFB. I met up with Mark last month to primarily discuss the Trust’s strategy with regards fish farming and how they can help us locally. We also discussed their Likely Suspects project (which aims to quantify the degree of impact from all the known impacts on salmon); their smolt tracking work 90km seaward in the Moray Firth which should track 20% of all Scottish salmon post smolts; and their ambition to roll a similar project out over the West Coast over the next few years. This final project should tell us the direction smolts take all over the West Coast and may inform us further on wild fish interactions with aquaculture and the future locations of farms.
Finally, and very importantly in my opinion, I have been working with the Norwegian fisheries scientist Jens Christian Holst to try and get international recognition for his hypothesis on the predation and competition threat of a rapidly expanding mackerel population all over the NE Atlantic. Currently, due to flawed methodology in the calculation model used for setting mackerel fishing quotas, these pelagic fish are being overly protected through under-harvest to the potentially huge detriment of the UK’s salmon population. This could be especially so in the West Coast stocks as the western spring spawning population of mackerel now lies (due to oceanic warming) west of Hebrides and northwards, directly in the path of migrating post smolts. The salmon then has a 2000-mile journey through this dense concentration of competitors all the way to the northern feeding grounds in the Norwegian sea. The matter is now being considered by ICES (the authority responsible for setting quotas) and it is hoped that they will instigate further research into the matter as soon as possible and change mackerel fishing quotas accordingly. I have also been trying to make sure that this issue is fully taken into account in the forthcoming Atlantic Salmon Trust’s ‘Likely Suspects’ Project. It is becoming increasingly apparent that, as long as we are ensuring that our local rivers are producing sufficient amounts of healthy smolts every spring, then the future survival of Atlantic salmon probably lies in the hands of organisations (such as the AST) who operate in the international sphere and have influence at the highest possible level to encourage investigation (and improvement, where possible) into the fate of salmon in their oceanic phase.

