LOCHABER DISTRICT SALMON FISHERY BOARD

CLERK TO THE BOARD:  JON GIBB

Minutes of the Meeting  held on Wednesday 27th September 2012 at Alexandra Hotel, Fort William
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1. Apologies

Apologies for absence were received from Angus Kelly and Tom Leslie.
2. Minutes of last meeting
It was agreed that the Minutes be approved as correct.

3. Matters Arising
There were none.
4. Accounts for 2012/13 to date
These were approved.
5. Assessments and rateable values
JG reported that the accountants have received all levy payments bar 4, amounting to £289. Reminder letters had been sent and he would chase these up with the individuals concerned.
6.  Clerk’s Report.
MM thanked JG for his comprehensive report from the last 6 months.
DB asked JG about monitoring of the Fionn Lighe stocking project. JG explained that the project being run by the local keepers was a small- scale fry stocking operation and that visual assessments of spawning presence takes place on the spawning redds each autumn. JG said that he would discuss further monitoring with the applicants.

JS asked JG about the suitability of rearing wild Lochy smolts on the fish farm at Glenfinnan. JG explained that some of the Lochy smolts are reared here due to there being no space elsewhere. However he clarified that there was plenty of room left for Shiel smolts to be raised but that it seemed that the Shiel hatchery had not used this opportunity this year. While the rearing of wild indigenous salmon must surely be preferable to the presence of Norwegian farmed fish in the cages, JG also explained that the Norwegian net company Hvalpsund had just donated £60,000 of brand new ‘dyneema’ nets to the wild fish project, and some of these have been installed for the Lochy fish at Glenfinnan – these nets are said to be 10 times stronger than steel. So while JG saw the probability of any escape of Lochy fish into the Shiel system as extremely low, he also stressed that if there was any chance at all of relocating the Glenfinnan cages away from the loch then the wild fish would be removed immediately. JG said that it would be his opinion that, as any such relocation seems no closer than before, then the use of these facilities for wild fisheries mitigation, through stock enhancement or restoration projects, seems like the next best option.

AH informed the meeting that there was a new Chief Inspector at Fort William police station as of last week – Derek Patterson.

7. Sub Board and catchments updates
Representatives present from each catchment reported on the 2012 season just about to finish.

Shiel – best year for salmon since the late 1970’s. Sea trout again quite poor with some adult fish heavily infested with sea lice

Lochy – an average season, with good numbers of MSW salmon running all year but disappointing numbers of grilse. More encouraging signs with sea trout, with some large adult appearing throughout the year.
Leven – an excellent start (one of the best ever) but the grilse have been poor so the summer became much slower. Sea trout have been poor. J McK explained that they had dealt with a number of illegal fishers on the river early in the year and that they are still having problems with Vertical Descents, the canoe company. MM suggested that once JMcK had exhausted all local options of dealing with this problem that he report back to the Clerk and that the matter could perhaps then be taken to the Lochaber Access Forum for resolution. JMcK to report back to the Board.

Coe – early start with the first fish landed in April. A good early run of fish but a poor grilse run. Very poor sea trout again. The presence of some very big fish, especially for a river this size, was very noticeable and they have been running throughout the season right up to the latest spring tide.
Aline – an above average year with a very good start but the run tapered off quite quickly. Again, big fish were a feature. Sea trout were up on previous years with some bigger mature fish amongst them.

Cuil Bay – KM said that he would circulate updated figures around Board members. He noted that there had been a large amount of farmed fish in the catch.

Morar – very good run of fish, more than for a long time, both grilse and salmon. Not many sea trout in evidence.

Moidart – a good year for salmon and grilse with higher average weights than normal. A much stronger run of sea trout than of late. The Moidart has always maintained its finnock run but this year it is very noticeable that the fish are larger and more mature.

8. Fishery Trust update
DB explained some of the sea lice monitoring work being undertaken. The Linnhe site had shown low lice numbers all spring and summer. No sample was obtained in Sunart. Borrodale (near Arisaig) had thrown up a small fish sample but one large fish covered in lice. This site will be maintained as it will be important to monitor this area for possible impacts of an increase in farming in the Inner Isles.
The Crayfish have been trapped at Ballachulish Quarry, but it will take another 5 years of trapping and monitoring to complete this project. The Trust is checking local rivers for any possible spread. It is thought the crayfish have been present at the Quarry for 10 years.

The Trust has stated a mink trapping coordination project – keepers, estate workers and volunteers are being asked to pick up traps from the Trust and report back with any catches. 3 workshops have been held.

The Trust has completed a ‘sculpture trail’ on the River Leven. The official opening is on 27th October.

MM asked DB about Japanese Knotweed control. She explained that there is limited funding available for this now. AH said that JKW had spread up the tide from Fort William to Loch Eil. He confirmed that there was currently no council budget to deal with this threat.

JG asked DB to update the meeting on the SLICE treated smolt project – to look at the differential between smolts treated with anti sea lice medicine and those left untreated, which would provide the evidence that fish farm sea lice either are, or are not, causing a depression in returning adult salmon numbers.

DB explained that funding from RAFTS had still not been successful and that communication with Marine Scotland Science, whose support would be vital for this project, was patchy. She explained that she is in the process of designing a project and that she has requested feedback from RAFTS and MSS. There was the feeling amongst those involved that there was an unwillingness for MSS to been as supportive as they could be on this project – undoubtedly driven by an overarching political agenda. JG expressed his frustration over this as he sees this as a fundamentally missing ‘piece in the jigsaw’ in moving the fish farm/wild fish debate forward to meaningful action.
DB explained that there would be a meeting in December where RAFTS staff would present information on the ‘Locational Guidance’ project. JG urged any interested party to attend this meeting and ask questions. He explained that the Locational Guidance project is what was given preference by RAFTS last year for funding out of the Scottish Government money for wild fish (rejecting projects such as the SLICE treated project mentioned in the last item). The Locational Guidance work, undertaken by RAFTS staff, looks at where to site fish farms and includes the highly controversial ‘ranking’ of rivers or fisheries regions in some sort of ‘importance’, although details on this have been hard to get out of RAFTS. JG stressed the need for river interests to attend the meeting and find out details such as this.
11. AOCB
KK gave the meeting a brief summary of recent forestry activities in relation to fisheries (JG apologised that he had left this item off the agenda). The FC has undertaken a forestry improvement plan on the Hurich and are currently planning a second phase to this work. KK is liaising with the LFT about forestry works in the Loch Lochy region, particularly with regards culverts over burns for timber harvesting tracks. MM asked KK about the possible timing for the harvesting of forestry on the banks of the Lochy at Camisky, as he understodd this was imminent. KK will report back on this. JG asked about any forest improvements on the Cour, especially as Rio Tinto Alcan are to release a compensation flow down the Cour which will improve 7km of habitat. KK said that there are felling plans in this region and that there is a bridge being built over the Cour for access. JG was surprised that no CAR licence application had been seen for this and will follow up with SEPA.
MM said that Malcolm Spence has stepped down as a Board member at the latest elections and that he would like to express the Board’s indebtedness to him both as a long-standing member for Morar but also his significant involvement over the years as the Board’s legal advisor.

AH explained that Highland Council ‘No Overnight Parking’ road signs had recently been legally challenged and that soon all such signs would be removed from Highland Council land.

JG said that over the last 5 years the Board had gone through something of a change with a move from a full time Fisheries Director to a part-time Clerk delivering the core workload, but that the levy had been reduced by 50% over this time. The intention of this was for the Board to undertake its basic statutory function and deliver essentially an administrative function (disseminate information, issue bailiff warrants, respond to national consultations, assess and authorise stocking applications, coordinate fisheries protection operations etc) and thus free up money to be spent at a local catchment level by local interests. Over the last 5 years the Board has been dealing with some more localised issues during this transfer period, especially where sub Boards have not been formed. However, the resources of the Board under the current levy cannot sustain this localised work and JG wanted to inform members that all local issues (eg consultation documents, correspondence requiring a local response etc.) would now be forwarded to representatives on each individual catchment for response or action. While the Board can always advise generally in any local matter, where specific advice is needed of a scientific nature the Fishery Trust can offer this service.

10. Date of next meeting
The date of the next meeting is 10.30am on Thursday 21st March at the Alexandra Hotel, Fort William.
