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LOCHABER DISTRICT SALMON FISHERY BOARD

2017 ANNUAL REPORT  
The annual report summarises the work of the Lochaber DSFB to the end of February 2018, particularly with regards to the delivery of its statutory functions, powers and responsibilities.
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 Fish Legal
Catches
Rod catches in the region continued the trend of the last few years with generally very mediocre returns and very few fish entering the rivers from mid-summer onwards. This is a national trend being seen throughout Scotland and is thought to be linked with a lack of feeding at sea or with a change in the distribution of food at sea. As West Coast rivers are primarily summer and autumn grilse fisheries, this is having a very detrimental effect on catches. Nevertheless, the wet summer did benefit some of the spate rivers in the region and final catches on some rivers were reasonable. 
There was however a very sharp downturn in catches in the Lochaber rivers south of Ardnamurchan in comparison to those north of this. The Argyll rivers suffered similarly. Some rivers draining into Loch Linnhe recorded zero returns. Even the early season MSW salmon run on the River Lochy, which had recently been showing signs of improvement, failed to materialise in good numbers in 2017. The reasons for this are unknown but it is possible it is linked to local aquaculture concentrations in this area, although the evidence we currently have available for this (eg. historical lice data in relation to catches) might suggest that there are also other factors at play.

Under current national conservation measures there were no nets operating in the region in 2017. These measures are in place until the end of 2018.
Conservation Policy
National conservation measures applied during the 2017 season. Many rivers in the region were assigned Grade 3 status which required 100% Catch and Release of all salmon and grilse. Some others were Grade 2 which allows independent setting of rules, although all rivers voluntarily return the vast majority of all salmon and grilse. All rivers in the region also apply local voluntary rules where 100% of all sea trout are also returned.

Due to the current national conservation measures not permitting coastal salmon netting, all levy to salmon netting station proprietors was refunded by the Board in 2017. It is proposed that this is continued in 2018.
Fisheries Protection and Bailiffs
There were 19 warranted bailiffs currently working on both a paid full-time and voluntary basis in the region in 2017. One further candidate is taking the exam in 2018.
There were no prosecutions of fishery crime in 2017. The Board were however made aware of 2 separate incidents of illegal netting taking place. This is a significant improvement on the past and while much of the decline in poaching will be related to a decline in fish numbers, it seems that maintaining a constant vigilance and a programme of information and education is reaping rewards. With one of the largest coastlines of all Fishery Boards in Scotland, the Board continues to seek ways of funding a proper fishery protection operation more akin to the protection afforded salmon in the East Coast rivers.
National issues
Marine Scotland Science– 2018 conservation measures and river categorisations. There were 3 representations made by rivers in Lochaber to the draft 2018 categorisations – Moidart, Leven and Morar. We received no feedback from these representations and the grades remained unchanged (we understand that MSS received 192 representations and all grades remained unchanged). The Leven grading being set at Grade 1 is particularly baffling and perhaps reflects the errors in the MSS model. The Leven recorded zero Atlantic salmon caught in 2017 (although this figure will be included in next year’s assessment) but did catch one pink salmon! Luckily though, the Kinlochleven Angling Club, who are the tenants of the river, take a very responsible approach to conservation and the vast majority of fish are returned each year.
The Conservation Measures for 2018 have now been set and there have been some changes for the coming season compared to last year -
	Category
	Probability of Meeting CL
	Effectively CL Met in:
	Advice

	1
	At least 80%

 
	4 out of 5 years

 
	Exploitation is sustainable therefore no additional management action is currently required. This recognises the effectiveness of existing non-statutory local management interventions.

	2
	60-80%
	3 out of 5 years
	Management action is necessary to reduce exploitation; mandatory catch and release will not be required in the first instance, but this will be reviewed annually.

	3
	Less than 60%
	≤ 2 out of 5 years
	Exploitation is unsustainable therefore management actions required to reduce exploitation for 1 year i.e. mandatory catch and release (all methods). 


	
	Gradings 2017
	Gradings 2018

	Ailort
	3
	3

	Aline
	3
	3

	Inverie
	3
	3

	Guiserein
	3
	3

	Leven
	2
	1

	Coe
	2
	3

	Lochy
	2
	2

	Nevis
	1
	2

	Moidart
	2
	3

	Morar
	2
	3

	Scaddle
	3
	3

	Shiel
	3
	3

	Strontian/Carnoch
	3
	3


Funding for wild fisheries management and research on the West Coast
West Coast fisheries Boards run on a fraction of their East Coast counterparts, despite having the same statutory roles to deliver and often over a larger geographical area. Furthermore, declines of fish have been even more marked on the West Coast for many years and the impact of local fish farming in nearly every available estuary has made the need for monitoring, research and mitigation far more pressing than many local issues on the East. In spite of all of this, most DSFB’s on the West have not been given any assistance from public sources.
To address this funding shortfall there is a proposal being developed to ask the aquaculture industry to contribute to the management needs within wild fisheries in the fish farming zone. FMS are leading this negotiation with the SSPO, and negotiations are ongoing. The Lochaber Board have been closely involved with the progress of this discussion. Different regions have different views as to what any such money could most usefully be used for. Furthermore, there is an additional discussion taking place with Marine Scotland and Crown Estate looking at trying to secure some similar funding from the rent the Crown Estate receive from fish farm sea bed leases. Again, these discussions are ongoing.

The ASC standards continue to be debated amongst the wild and farmed sectors. Time will tell whether these improved standards for the operation of fish farms will form a future framework or whether they will just become diluted and weakened. The Standards currently require that no smolts are grown in freshwater lochs that are then stocked into marine farms. Having attended a meeting of the ASC where both sectors were present, it appears that there will be a push by Marine Harvest to remove this requirement from the Standards. Nevertheless, the Standards do offer better protection for wild fish from sea lice (with a level of 0.1 lice per fish compared to the Scottish Government target of 3 to 8 lice per fish) so are perhaps still worth supporting.
Scottish Government Enquiry into Salmon farming
The first stages of the parliamentary enquiry into salmon farming have now been completed, with the ECCLR Committee about to deliver their environmental recommendations (based on a report by SAMS commissioned by them) to the main committee undertaking the Enquiry – the REC Committee. The Board has so far responded to both consultations undertaken by both committees. All responses are available online. Furthermore, I have been invited to give evidence in person to the REC Committee in mid-March, and the full REC Committee will also be paying a site visit to the River Lochy fisheries management operation within the next few weeks as part of their investigations. These will be opportunities to present the case for Lochaber.
Responses to local consultations
· Received a planning application to raise the level of the dam at the existing Glen Tarbet hydro scheme – requested a fish survey which was duly undertaken by Waterside Ecology. No significant impacts expected as a result of this proposal.

· Responded to a revised scoping application for the Coire Glas pumped storage scheme on Loch Lochy – the min/max heights in Loch Lochy have not changed in this new proposal but the regularity of these fluctuations has changed markedly. I highlighted a range of issues that the proposed scheme throws up and the need for considerable pre-application environmental assessments, as well as the impact on the downstream fishery and fish habitat in the River Lochy.
· I received an early scoping study for a cluster of hydros at Glen Dessary – this is at a very early stage and having spoken to the landowner I decided to wait for a full planning application before responding

· An application to raise the dam levels on the existing hydro on the Slatach was forwarded to the Shiel sub Board.

· Received an application for a proposed hydro on the Allt Mhic burn on the side of Loch Arkaig – the proposed scheme would appear to have low impact on migratory fish as the outflow location is close to a bedrock gorge and a 7m waterfall.

· Dealt with a CAR application for a stream diversion at Corpach Beach. After a site visit and discussions with Scottish Water, I agreed to waive the October to May exclusion period to an almost complete lack of suitable habitat for spawning and juvenile fish in this location.
· Engineers have forwarded plans for a new bridge over the mouth of the River Coe – have taken views from local interests and made them aware of the application

· Responded to an application for railway works on the Allt Na Criche outside Lochailort – advised them that this is an important sea trout spawning burn with good habitat downstream and the usual safeguards apply

· Responded to an application for a new marina at the mouth of the Caledonian Canal at Corpach and a proposal for dredging in this area – have advised that this is important sea trout habitat and dredging may have an impact on that

· Made strong objection responses to 2 expansion applications at the MH farms at Gorsten and Loch Leven. After a very poorly informed Highland Council debate both applications were granted. These decisions flew in the face of some of the strongest scientific evidence available (especially for the Gorsten site) and demonstrates again the level of political will to expand the industry in spite of reasoned, balanced and evidence-based objections.

· A planning application was received for a new salmon farm on Rum. A cautious response was given which was later changed to one of ‘conditional support’, having met with MH and got their assurance that any farming activity at this (relatively low impact) site would happen only if there was a funded plan to monitor sea lice and track wild smolts in the area. The site has recently been granted planning consent and an EMP will be produced.
· Have received a scoping application to expand the MH Maclean’s Nose site above the 2400t limit, which is the current allowable maximum in Scotland. I objected saying that Maclean’s Nose has not yet managed to keep within its existing EMP of 0.1 lice per fish so further biomass should not be considered. Also a SEPA consultation as to whether Scottish farms should be allowed to stock above 2400t is not yet complete.
Representation at meetings, site visits and other dialogue
The Board attended and participated in the following correspondence, meetings and dialogue in 2017 (for full details of any of these please contact the Clerk) -
· Several discussions and meetings with Scottish and Southern Energy to discuss ongoing issues at Mucomir on the River Lochy and River Morar, including a lack of count data and discharge issues. I wrote to SSE in conjunction with the RLA Chairman to suggest that Alastair Stevens has too large a workload with no back up from colleagues, which results in action points from meetings not being delivered. We understand that personnel changes are soon to be undertaken by the fisheries representatives within SSE.
· Following the major pipe burst at the Loch Eilde Mhor hydro at Kinlochleven I have had many meetings/calls etc. with SEPA, the hydro company and local fisheries interests. Jon Watt’s commissioned report was sent out late in the year and it confirmed that there would have been no appreciable impact to fish habitat or populations. However deposits of rock remain at the junction of the burn and the main river below the site of the accident and it has been agreed through SEPA that these will be removed in June 2018 once the migratory spawning period exclusion is over.

· Met with SSE and MH to discuss a 5-year restoration programme for the Arkaig sub catchment of the Lochy (using trapped wild smolts to grow a captive broodstock and stocking eyed ova, with appropriate stock and genetic monitoring). This has now been agreed and along with a more ‘fish friendly’ turbine now installed at Mucomir it is hoped that the future looks more positive for this area, albeit with outstanding issues still remaining.
· I have had many dealings with regulators and fish farm companies following several escapes over the last year (17,000 3lbs fish from a Scottish Seafarms site in the Sound of Mull in March; another in August of 11,000 6lbs fish from a Scottish Salmon Company site off the coast of Mull; a small escape of 8lbs fish at Invasion Bay in Loch Sunart; an escape of 21,000 4kg fish in February 2018 at a Greig Seafoods site in Loch Snizort.
· Met with Scottish Seafarms who indicated that they are planning to expand their fish farms in Loch Linnhe by 22%. I made it quite clear that due to current uncertainty about all farmers’ ability to control lice and ongoing disease issues, the DSFB would object in the strongest possible terms to any such proposal for further inshore expansion.
· Following very high lice numbers in Upper Linnhe in spring of 2017 on Marine Harvest farms (thought to be due to challenging environmental conditions) I met several times with MH and came to an agreement that production cycles on Upper Linnhe farms would be changed immediately to protect wild fish, with harvesting prior to the wild smolt run in the second year of production. I received the following assurance from Ben Hadfield, the MH Managing Director – “Gorsten and Linnhe have been stocked with October fish and January fish, meaning that they are likely to be harvested out prior to April 2019 or at the very least the biomass reduced significantly.  We have added more cleaner fish and mechanical resource and we continue to plan for Freshwater Treatments.  We expect the LDSFB to be concerned about this and we are prepared to answer questions about how to secure the positive lice levels seen in past cycles, but we won’t as you know accept disproportionate attacks based on this year’s poor runs which I suspect are largely to do with factors other than sea lice and Aquaculture”.

· I have recently been trying to get more attention paid to rapidly increasing pelagic fish stocks in the North East Atlantic (especially mackerel and blue whiting). I have met with the Chairman of the Atlantic Salmon Trust to see if they will give this issue some research funding. Pelagic fish are a direct competitor with Atlantic salmon post smolts on the northern feeding grounds. Some leading scientists believe that this could be one of the key reasons for the decline in wild salmon stocks, which may in itself be a result of a changing climate, but the area needs more investigation.

· I continue to discuss my concerns with Marine Scotland over the proposed Fishery Management Plans as part of the new Conservation Measures (each catchment will soon have to have these written up). I have highlighted that any plan templates for each catchment to fill out would have to be simple and achievable under the West Coast’s very meagre budgets available. Furthermore, although there may be a statutory duty for DSFB’s to complete these plans, this should not include a statutory responsibility to fulfil the actions within them. It is a subject that I can use to very clearly demonstrate the very clear funding shortfall on the West Coast for meaningful fisheries management and that the levy system is not fit for purpose as a means of raising money on the West. I hope to raise this again with Marine Scotland officials again next week at a meeting with them.
· Last season there were many reports all over the country of pink Pacific salmon being caught but there was only been one recorded in Lochaber – at the bottom of the River Leven. Nevertheless I would urge all anglers to make themselves aware of what a pink salmon looks like as there is every likelihood that more of these will appear in the coming years. They should be killed.
· Following the obviously low level of knowledge on fish farm impacts displayed by Highland Council planners in the course of their decisions (see above for Gorsten and Leven), I met with Cllr Ben Thomson, one of the local Lochaber representatives. He suggested that a seminar should be arranged between the planning committee members and wild fish interests. The LFT and FMS is pursuing this idea currently with SEPA, SNH, Marine Scotland and Highland Council.
· New rateable values were set for salmon fisheries by the Highland Council assessor in April 2017. These new values will be used in the calculation of the DSFB levy, which will be set at the next meeting of the DSFB on 15th March, with levy invoices to be issued shortly afterwards.
Stocking consents
Stocking applications for the following catchments were approved in 2017 – Lochy, Shiel, Spean, Roy and Kingairloch.
Many of these applications involved giving direct technical advice. Specifically, applicants have been informed of the following –

Parties seeking consent to collect wild brood-stock, rear their progeny and release them into a freshwater river or loch system must –

· Apply to Scottish Ministers for a licence to catch wild broodstock if such an activity is planned after 31st October (it is illegal not to have this licence in your possession before netting broodstock);
· Specify the origin of the fish from which stock will be taken;

· Where those fish will subsequently be released and at what life stage;

· Provide evidence to support the need for artificial intervention and demonstrate that the stock and carrying capacity is sub optimal. This should include evaluation of any negative effects on existing wild fish populations;

· Provide an evidence base to clearly state anticipated outcomes from the programme;

· Provide a description as to how the effectiveness of the action will be monitored;

· Taking account of brood-stock removal, demonstrate that sufficient numbers of adult fish are left to support natural production from that area;

· Record mortalities (including loss of adult brood-stock, and ova and fry from hatchery);

· Report on the outcome – what was the measured effect by monitoring the outcome?
In recent weeks Marine Scotland asserted in a memo that they hold a regulating power to licence the removal and trapping of adult/broodstock or juvenile salmon (smolts etc) in a Grade 3 river at any time of the year. I have queried this as I do not believe that such a power exists, and the 2003 Act clearly states that Fishery Boards hold this power of licence if the activity is within season. I await the outcome of this challenge.
Priorities for 2018
The DSFB will be keeping abreast of national requirements for Fisheries Management Plans.
The DSFB will continue to make the case for public funding of west coast fisheries boards, particularly in order for them to deliver their statutory duties.

The Lochaber DSFB will continue to deliver its statutory function to the best of its abilities, using all of the available powers wherever necessary to protect and enhance migratory fish in the Lochaber region. 
The Board will continue to aim to keep proprietor levy as low as possible, the aim of any saving being for proprietors to invest locally in the research and management of their fisheries through their local sub Boards and management groups. The Board will continue to support this practical management of the fisheries while offering a central administrative facility through their part-time Clerk (principally in the issue of bailiff warrants, stocking consents, responses to national consultations and dealing with local consultations of a regional importance).

The Board will continue to engage with all stakeholders for the improvement of migratory fish and these will likely include (amongst others) the fish farming industry, the Scottish Government, the hydro-electric industry and local fishery interests. The Board will also continue to work closely with the biologists at the Lochaber Fisheries Trust and assist this charity in their ongoing local projects researching migratory fish.
Complaints to the Board
There were no complaints received by the Board in 2017. 
Good Governance compliance

Meetings

The annual meeting of qualified proprietors was held on 5th October 2017 at the Alexandra Hotel, Fort William. This meeting was publicised on the Board’s website and a copy of the notice was sent to the Scottish Government. The minutes from this meeting can be viewed on the Board’s website.
The annual public meeting for 2018 will be held on 15th March 2018 at the Alexandra Hotel Fort William at 10.30am. This meeting has been publicised by means of the Board website and all local angling clubs have been informed.
Annual Report and Accounts

This annual report will be published on the Board’s website and a copy sent to Scottish Government on 18th March 2018.
The accounts for 2017 are published on the Board’s website and a copy will be sent to Scottish Government on 18th March 2017.

Complaints

The Board has set up and maintains a complaints procedure which can be viewed on the Board’s website. This has been sent to the Scottish Government. Details on the number of complaints and how they were disposed of are included above.

Members’ interests

The register of members’ interests is available from the Clerk on request. We have included a standing item at each Board meeting inviting Board members to declare new/amend existing interests and all such instances are recorded in the minutes of these meetings. 
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