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LOCHABER DISTRICT SALMON FISHERY BOARD

2025 ANNUAL REPORT  
The annual report summarises the work of the Lochaber DSFB to the end of February 2026, particularly with regards to the delivery of its statutory functions, powers and responsibilities.
Membership
Clerk – Jon Gibb, Camisky Steading, Torlundy, Fort William, PH33 6SP.

Tel 07786 493048.   jongibb123@gmail.com   http://lochaber.dsfb.org.uk
Board Members 
Michael Mann (Chairman) 

Lochy

Colin Corlett 



Shiel

Jonathan Hart



Spean and Leven
Astie Cameron 


Lochiel Estate
Alister Sutherland


Coe 

Andrew Shaw 


Lochy

David Stewart-Howitt

Moidart

Grace Henderson


Morar

Tom Leslie 



Ailort
David Gunn



Angling Club Rep

Chris Cairns



Angling Club Rep
Lochaber Trust Representatives
Anthony Smith/Rob Pitkin
Board Advisors 
Vacant




 Highland Council 


 
Catches
There was again a mixed picture of catches throughout the region in 2025 against a backdrop of what was generally accepted as a very poor season for salmon and grilse throughout the whole country. The West Coast rivers probably fared no worse this season, proportionally, than any other parts of Scotland.

Fishing conditions were perhaps better in the summer and autumn months than for a few years and where rivers had fish anglers met with some success. On the larger rivers in the region – for instance on the Lochy – this meant that fish had ample opportunity to run fast through the system only offering brief glimpses of sport in the lower reaches. The Lochy 2sw salmon run in the early months was very poor but the mid-summer grilse run was the best for a few years. Fishing conditions on the Lochy, and likely the same on many of the region’s rivers, benefitted from reasonable flows but were severely hampered by unusually high water temperatures. This is a trend that is undoubtedly continuing year on year and may be one of the greatest factors behind the declining salmon and grilse returns all over the North Atlantic region.
Conservation Policy
National conservation measures applied during the 2025 season. All rivers in the region (apart from the Leven) were assigned Grade 3 status which required 100% Catch and Release of all salmon and grilse. The River Leven was assigned Grade 1 (almost certainly due to its very short length and relatively high rod catch per km) and are permitted to set their own rules – notably, catch and release is operated here voluntarily. All rivers in the region also apply local voluntary rules, endorsed by the Lochaber DSFB, 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 2025. It is proposed that this is continued in 2026.
Fisheries Protection and Bailiffs
There were 19 warranted and volunteer bailiffs working in the region in 2025. 
There were no prosecutions for poaching in 2025, although several warnings were issued. Although illegal fishing and poaching are currently at a low level due to fish numbers, it is important to maintain a constant vigilance and a programme of information and education. 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. There were no major pollution incidents reported by local water bailiffs in 2025.
The Board has received some very welcome bailiffing equipment (wildlife cameras, night-sights) from FMS as part of their bid to the Marine Fund. This is most welcomed. I will be discussing with local bailiffs how to access this new equipment.
Marine Scotland Science– 2026 conservation measures and river categorisations.
The Conservation Measures for 2026 have now been set and there are a few changes from the previous year. All rivers in the region have been set at Grade 3 with the exception of  Leven which is Grade 1 and Morar which has been elevated to Grade 2.
The different categories and what they mean and what action they require is as follows-
	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 2025
	Gradings 2026

	Ailort
	3
	3

	Aline
	3
	3

	Inverie
	3
	3

	Guiserein
	3
	3

	Leven
	1
	1

	Coe
	3
	3

	Lochy
	3
	3

	Nevis
	3
	3

	Moidart
	3
	3

	Morar
	3
	2

	Scaddle
	3
	3

	Shiel
	3
	3

	Strontian/Carnoch
	3
	3


During the year the DSFB has responded to several applications and consultations from developers as well as provided a point of information for the region’s proprietors, fishery managers and anglers. I have also attended several meetings, such as the FMS Aquaculture Committee and the FMS Hydro Committees. As Clerk to the Board I also deal with national issues through FMS and other organisations on a weekly basis. Local consultations are generally forwarded to the local proprietor or sub Board for comment. If you require any details from these day-to-day activities please contact me.

Some of the most important issues that were dealt with are the following (I can provide further details on any of the issues listed below if requested) –
Fish farming
There was a very large escape (75,000) of immature salmon averaging 900g from MOWI’s Gorsten fish farm in early October. This was due to damage to a net during Storm Amy. Most of the fish appeared to head out to sea but many did enter local rivers. 470 escapees were caught by local anglers in October. By the end of the month there were signs that the fish that had entered rivers had also headed back out to sea.
I have been in constant touch with MOWI since the escape and we have now designed a full genetic monitoring programme that could pick up any effects from this escape. All of the work will be funded by MOWI and delivered by the River Lochy Association. The main elements of this 4-year work programme will be as follows –

1. MOWI paid for the coordination of the recapture effort locally in October 2025, including the collating and reporting of results, collection of carcasses, and sampling of fin clips and scales

2. In 2026 and 2027 we will take scales from as close to all of the rod caught fish as we can on the Lochy and the Leven, and get these scales analysed by the genetics department at UHI in Inverness. This will tell us whether there are any escapees from this incident in the grilse catch of 2026 and salmon catch of 2027. The RLA will coordinate the project with the help of local ghillies and anglers.
3. Also in 2026 there will be a very widespread multi-site electro fishing project that aims to collect caudal fin clips from salmon fry throughout the Lochy catchment and all major Upper Linnhe and Sound of Mull rivers. These fry could not have come from this escape and they will provide the baseline data that we need to compare against future years monitoring of fry when the escape could have had an impact (fry in 2027 and 2028). The local Fishery Trusts and other local biologists will be involved in this monitoring and again UHI Inverness will do genetic screening work. The RLA will project manage the work. It is expected to screen perhaps over 1000 samples of fry each year.

4. In both 2027 and 2028 the above electro-fishing of fry will take place again with full genetic screening. This time the results will be compared against the 2026 baseline survey and will give a very clear picture as to whether any genetic introgression has taken place as a result of this escape. The same organisations will be involved.

____________
The Board sits and is very active on the newly-formed Fisheries Management Scotland Aquaculture Strategy group. This group aims to steer a course for all wild fisheries through the current salmon farming problems. Of particular importance at the moment is the response to the recent announcement by all of the fish farm companies that they are appealing against the imposition of the new Sea Lice Risk Framework (more robust sea lice controls introduced earlier this year by SEPA on all farms). These appeals have the potential to drag on for many years in the courts. One of the aims of the group is to see whether there is another route through this regulatory problem and we are holding regular meetings with the companies involved.

The new single year production regime in Loch Linnhe (see previous Board reports for details) is now well underway in Upper Loch Linnhe. The result has been zero sea lice in the 2 farms for the last 2 springs when the wild smolts went to sea. We have not seen this for over 2 decades. A close eye will now be kept on whether adult marine survival rates of rivers flowing into Upper Loch Linnhe respond positively over the next few years. MOWI has confirmed that it is their intention to have all their farms in Loch Linnhe (Gortsten, Linnhe, Kinlochleven and Kingairloch) soon to be under the same regime.

MOWI consulted on a pre planning application to potentially develop a second farm on the Island of Rum. It would be up to 3000 tonnes in biomass.

Rather unexpectedly the Loch Long Salmon company were granted planning permission for their semi closed contained farm in Loch Long. Scottish Miniters granted this despite stiff local opposition, including from the National Parks Authority. Loch Long Salmon still have a live planning application for a 10,000 tonne semi closed contained farm in Loch Linnhe near Duror. This also has very stiff local opposition. It remains to be seen whether they will continue with this application.

Gaelforce, an Inverness-based aquaculture supply company, has acquired the site at Ardnish in Lochailort from MOWI. They contacted the Board with their plans to trial a semi closed contained system in Loch Ailort rearing rainbow trout.

Following an outbreak of a highly virulent strain of Saprolegnia fungus on all freshwater farms and commercial hatcheries in Lochaber in May (including the wild hatchery at Drimsallie) I asked the country’s expert on the subject, Professor Piter van West, to visit and take samples. His results are expected soon and may give some insight into this recent phenomenon in the Spring.

Hydropower

Significant problems are ongoing between SSE and the management at Morar, specifically surrounded loch drawdown, maintenance work and fish passage (as reported previously). These are being dealt with by Robert Spence, a Morar proprietor and member of the Morar sub Board. Communication by SSE continues to be very poor but it is hoped that this may improve as the head biologist role has recently been filled by Chris Conroy who has worked for both the Ness DSB and the Atlantic Salmon Trust in previous roles.

There has been no further news on the large pumped storage proposal at Coire Glas since the last meeting. We had understood that confirmation on whether the scheme will definitely go ahead might have been received by now. We understand that there may be some issues with the financing side of the proposal but nothing has been confirmed. There are several proposed schemes being proposed in Scotland and not all will be progressed. Coire Glas is the largest. Exploratory work at the site appears to have slowed down and we await further news from SSE Renewables.

Sir Patrick Grant in Glen Dessary has been in touch expressing his interest in improving fish passage on the small hydro dam at the foot of the River Dessary. I will be advising on next steps.

The very large pumped storage scheme at Loch Earba has achieved all of its consents and permissions. As it lies well above the migratory fish limit its impact is not thought to be significant.

Other matters

The Council Assessor has confirmed that a re-assessment of all fisheries will take place in 2026. This will affect levies from 2027.
A major disused dam on the River Loy (a major Lochy tributary) is planned for complete removal by Scottish Water next year. The DSFB is assisting with advice on methods and riverbed redesign.

Advice has been given to the two proprietors on the River Moidart with regards CAR Licences as they have expressed a desire to improve the dam there used as a fish farm intake.

Advice has been given to the Shiel sub Board on issues of legality of fishing for trout in the estuary

The DSFB engaged and met with the new MaCCOLL group who are championing the biodiversity of the area around Kentallen and Duror. Similarly the Riverwoods/LochAbar Mhor group.

I responded to a concern about some illegal trawling in Cuil Bay. This turned out to be a legal prawn boat. I was assisted by the Oban Fisheries Officer and the local water bailiff Davy Gunn.

I received a number of local forest plans which were forwarded to the relevant management group or proprietor. These included a plan by Jahaha Highland Estate to restore native woodland on their ground, and also a proposal by Scottish Woodlands to harvest a large mature forest block of conifers along the banks of the Lochy.

Advice was given to the Council on plans to control Knotweed along the banks of the River Lochy.

Advice was given to a film company wishing to construct a temporary bridge on the River Nevis next April as part of their filming of the Highlander film series.

Stocking consents
Stocking applications for the following catchments were approved in 2025 – Loy and Arkaig.
Although the DSFB is the issuing authority for stocking consents, anyone considering stocking of any sort should be aware that the application must be preceded by an application to Scottish Ministers to remove adult broodstock at any time on a Grade 3 river, or after 31st October on a Grade 1 or 2 river. The advice is as follows (which should be read in conjunction with the Conservation Regulations which make it illegal to remove any salmon on a Grade 3 river) -
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?
Furthermore, should any manager plan to trap smolts in a Grade 3 river for hatchery purposes then permission is also required from Scottish Government. Please get in touch with the Clerk in these circumstances.
Priorities for 2026
The Lochaber DSFB will continue to work with all other stakeholders for the improvement of Lochaber’s salmon and sea trout.
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. 
Mindful of the perilous state of all Lochaber salmon fisheries, 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 2025. 
Good Governance compliance

Meetings

The annual meeting of qualified proprietors was held online on 8th October 2025. This meeting was publicised on the Board’s website and a copy of the notice was sent to the Scottish Government. 
The annual public meeting for 2026 will be held online on 26th February 2026.
Annual Report and Accounts

This annual report will be published on the Board’s website and a copy sent to Scottish Government.
The accounts for 2025 are published on the Board’s website and a copy will be sent to Scottish Government.
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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