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Foreword
CHAIRMAN

It has been a difficult year for our proprietors who have seen a significant fall off in
their incomes. Difficult for visiting anglers who have been unable to travel and fish,
and difficult for our team who have had to deal with the challenges of working with
COVID-19 restrictions. The Board extends its thanks to the team, and their families,
for the commitment shown in continuing vital enforcement activities through the full
Lockdown, where only essential services were allowed to operate.
As a result of the sound financial management of the Board, we have been able to
give a one off 50% reduction in next year’s Levy to help our proprietors over this
difficult period. This is due in no small way to the sound governance introduced by
our past Chairman, Andrew Duncan, along with the endeavours of Chris and his team
in bringing in additional revenue. Our thanks go to both.
Many challenges remain. COVID-19 has highlighted how human dominance and its
effect in impinging on wildlife can influence our futures. Human behaviours now
overwhelmingly dominate our world. We have the power to determine which
species live and which will not. Many will not, and already have not, survived.
Salmon, cold blooded and swimming below the water’s surface, do not have the
charisma of many other species. Seals, birds, dolphins all have their avid supporters.
Who, other than anglers, support the wild salmon? But what would happen to the
rest if salmon were not to survive?
Our salmon are an iconic species, worthy of every support that our government
could give. We must shout out and make our government, no matter which political
background, and the public at large, give that support.
Michael Martin OBE
Chairman

RIVER DIRECTOR

This has been an extremely challenging year. With salmon numbers already in
decline across the North Atlantic, the economic effect of COVID-19 is an extra
burden that fisheries will find hard to bear.
Our year started with an ambitious programme of works and record number of
salmon eggs planted as part of the ‘Upper Garry Restoration Project’. Things changed
when the COVID-19 lockdown came into force, with the ‘Moray Firth Tracking
Project’ and the ‘National Electrofishing Programme for Scotland’ both cancelled.
Field activities such as science and monitoring were ruled out due to their nonessential nature. We utilised the UK Government Furlough Scheme, with a skeleton
staff remaining. With due cognizance of the risks, and appropriate mitigation
measures put in place, the team continued to deliver a high level of enforcement
which proved to be necessary.
Following the partial lifting of lockdown in May, and under extremely difficult
conditions, the team worked exceptionally hard to catch-up and deliver our core
fisheries monitoring, management and enforcement duties in full. We hope that this
is reflected in the content of the report.
Looking ahead to the 2021, the Ness board has considered the economic impact of
COVID-19 and applied a significant reduction to the levy. This will have financial
implications for our operations, but we will continue to do all we can to understand
where and why our salmon are 'disappearing' and work to reverse that trend.
Chris Conroy
River Director
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About Us
The Ness District Salmon Fishery Board (Ness DSFB) is a statutory body responsible for the protection and
enhancement of salmon and sea trout fisheries in the Ness district. It was constituted under the 1862 and
1868 salmon fisheries legislation, subsequently amended in the Salmon Act 1986 and the Salmon Conservation
(Scotland) Act 2001 and more recently amalgamated under the Salmon and Freshwater Fisheries
(Consolidation) (Scotland) Act 2003.
Map showing the extent of the Ness District and the main rivers and lochs therein

Salmon fishing rights in Scotland are private heritable titles that are registered separately from land and can be
bought and sold like any other property. The district boards finance their work by levying a rate on the salmon
fishery owners in the district. The 2003 Act states that a district board shall have the power to impose an
assessment, to be known as the fishery assessment, on each salmon fishery in their district. The fishery
assessment is assessed at such uniform rate as is determined for all fisheries in the district by the board and
shall be levied according to the valuation of a fishery as entered onto the valuation roll.
Elected representatives of those salmon fishery owners provide the core of the membership of the board.
Since 1986, the boards are required also to include representatives of salmon anglers and salmon netsmen in
the district. A further revision to the constitution of the boards was made in 1999 to allow for even wider
representation on the boards by other parties who may have an interest in salmon stocks or fisheries. A
district salmon fishery board may do such acts, execute such works and incur such expenses as may appear
expedient for:
•

The protection or improvement of the fisheries within their district;

•

The increase of salmon (and sea trout); or

•

The stocking of the waters of the district with salmon (and sea trout).
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Our Team
BOARD MEMBERS
Board members are elected triennially with the Salmon and Freshwater Fisheries (Consolidation) (Scotland)
Act 2003 specifying who may stand for election, how many may be elected and how many may represent the
lower and upper proprietors. The latest elections took place in September 2019. Board members are all
volunteers and are non-remunerated for their time and effort. The elected board members subsequently elect
one of the members to be their chairman. The current board members are as follows:
Representatives of Upper
Proprietors

Michael Martin OBE, Chairman (Mandate, Dochfour, River Ness)
Neil Cameron (Mandate, Ness Castle, River Ness)
Scott Mackenzie (Mandate, Ness-side, River Ness)
Angus McGruer (Proprietor, River Oich)
Steven Gray (Mandate, River Moriston)
Paul Williamson (Proprietor, River Garry)

Representatives of Lower
Proprietors

Cllr Janet Campbell (Mandate Highland Council, River Ness)

Co-optees of salmon Anglers and
Tenant Netsmen

Graeme Sutherland (Netsmen)
Graham Mackenzie (Ness District Anglers)
Billy Orrock (Inverness Angling Club)

Although not a legal requirement, the Ness DSFB invites further representation onto the board in a non-voting
capacity.
Non-voting Attendees

Dr. Alastair Stephen (Scottish and Southern Energy)
Kenneth Knott (Forest and Land Scotland)
Nathan Mclaughlan (NatureScot)
Dr. Melanie Smith (UHI Inverness College)
Andrew Steel (Scottish Environment Protection Agency)

BOARD STAFF
The board employs a number of full and part time staff responsible for the day to day management and
delivery of its core duties and responsibilities:
River Director/Clerk to the Board

Chris Conroy

Head Water Bailiff

John MacColl

Fisheries Officer

Chris Daphne

Fisheries Assistant

Fiona Stephen

Part-time Secretary to the Board

April Conroy

Voluntary Water Bailiffs

Graham Mackenzie
Gordon Armstrong
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The Ness System
The Ness catchment is the largest in the North Highlands and drains 2,103 square kilometres of land. The
upper reaches extend almost to the west coast, close to Loch Hourn and Loch Nevis. The land drains east and
north through the Great Glen before entering the sea in the Moray Firth at Inverness. For management
purposes the district can be sub-divided into seven key management units.
Ness System Fishery Management Units

Each of these management units is described in further detail below:
•

Ness Coastal - Inverness Firth and smaller coastal burns, particularly important for sea trout but also
salmon;

•

River Ness – The temperature of the main River Ness is kept artificially high by Loch Ness, so it has no
temperature barrier. This unit also incorporates the key tributaries of the main river, including the Holm
Burn and Allt na Skiach Burn;

•

Loch Ness and Small Tributaries – The famous loch extends to 37km with smaller tributaries, the mouths
of which are important spawning areas for salmon, trout and Arctic charr;

•

Rivers Enrick and Coiltie – Flowing into Urquhart Bay and supporting one of only a few alluvial woods
remaining in the United Kingdom, designated as a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI). Also thought to
be important spawning areas for summer and autumn salmon and grilse;

•

River Moriston – Designated as a Special Area of Conservation (SAC) for freshwater pearl mussel and
Atlantic salmon. It supports an important ‘spring’ salmon fishery and is heavily impacted by large scale
hydro-electric schemes;
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•

Rivers Garry and Oich – The River Oich runs parallel to the Caledonian Canal, with extensive modifications
being made to its course during the construction of the canal. The two rivers are separated by Loch Oich.
Both the Garry and Oich support important ‘spring’ salmon fisheries and are heavily impacted by large
scale hydro-electric schemes; and

•

Rivers Tarff, Foyers and Farigaig – All support salmon populations to a greater or lesser degree and form
important juvenile and nursery areas. They are, however, less important in terms of angling. The Tarff and
Foyers are impacted by hydro-electric schemes.
The upper falls on the River Moriston at Invermoriston

In addition to the above, the Caledonian Canal intersects the Ness system at various points. The canal runs
some 60 miles (97 km) from north-east to south-west. Only one third of the entire length is man-made, the
rest being formed by Loch Dochfour, Loch Ness, Loch Oich and Loch Lochy (in the neighbouring catchment).
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What We Do
FISHERIES MONITORING
The Ness DSFB works in close partnership with others to
gain a detailed and up to date understanding of the status
of salmon and sea trout populations within the district.
This allows us to make an informed assessment of the
potential impacts of development proposals, assess
applications for scientific and other exemptions to the
2003 Act and to inform our fisheries management
activities.

FISHERIES MANAGEMENT
The principle aim of our fisheries management activities is
to maximise the natural production of salmon and sea
trout in the Ness District through the protection and
enhancement of spawning success and juvenile survival.
The overall objective is to maximise the number of wild
‘healthy’ salmon smolts going to sea from our rivers. We
work with a wide range of partners to achieve these aims
and objectives.

FISHERIES PROTECTION
The Ness DSFB employs a team of highly experienced and
Institute of Fisheries Management (IFM) Certified water
bailiffs. They are responsible for enforcement of the Salmon
and Freshwater Fisheries (Consolidation) (Scotland) Act
2003. Our water bailiffs carry out regular patrols of the
catchment throughout the year. They work closely with
Police Scotland and officers from other law enforcement
agencies.

FISHERIES PROMOTION, EDUCATION AND DEVELOPMENT
Fishing effort on the Ness system has been in decline for
a number of years. The fewer the rods fishing the lower
the annual catch. This has a ‘knock on’ effect of further
discouraging anglers from fishing, i.e. a ‘vicious circle’. It
is vitally important that measures are taken to break the
circle and encourage more rods on the river, both in the
short and longer term.
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Key 2020 Operational Statistics
FISHERIES
MONITORING

Juvenile Salmonid
Surveys

•

Other

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Improving Access
FISHERIES
and/or Escapement
MANAGEMENT
Identifying and
Mitigating
Problems

•
•
•

Monitoring and
management of
Predators
Managing the
exploitation of
returning adults
Managing Invasive
Non-Native Species

Consultations

FISHERIES
ENFORCEMENT

Coastal Patrols
Inshore Patrols

Illegal Instruments

FISHERIES
DEVELOPMENT

Charges
Promoting Angling
on the River Ness

•
•

The Ness DSFB completed a total of 64 electro-fishing surveys in 2020.
This included 30 ‘National Electrofishing Programme’ sites, 6 Ness
mainstem sites, 10 ‘Genetic Introgression Study’ sites, 8 coastal burn
sites, 4 investigative surveys and 6 post stocking assessments.
Spawning and temperature observations in upper and lower system;
Analysis of ‘Moray Firth Adult Salmon Acoustic Tracking Project’ data;
‘Loch Ness Ferox Trout Acoustic Tracking Project’; and
Preparation for Year 2 of the ‘Moray Firth Smolt Tracking Project’.
Garry Dam smolt passage improvements;
Holm Burn and Ceannacroc fish passage improvement assessments; and
16 blockages in spawning burns cleared of debris in autumn to facilitate
upstream migration of adult fish.
Further pre-planned fish rescues completed on the Caledonian Canal to
facilitate gate refurbishment at Fort Augustus and a new swing bridge
associated with Phase 2 of the West Link Project; and
Pre-planned fish rescue completed at burn crossings associated with the
Loch Ness Regional Water Treatment Works Scheme;
Emergency fish rescues associated with impingement of smolts in the
Caledonian Canal and engineering works in the River Enrick.
Continued participation in the Moray Predator Group; and
Annual Predator licence applications.

•

Angling - 2020 Salmon Conservation Regulations to protect female fish
and male spring, summer and autumn multi-sea-winter salmon; and
•
Netting – no commercial netting in 2020.
•
Treated approx. 68,000m2 giant hogweed, 1,000m2 American skunk
cabbage, 40,000m2 Himalayan balsam and 135,000m2 Japanese
knotweed (6,000 stems); and
•
22 American mink monitoring rafts and/or traps deployed.
The Ness DSFB was consulted on:
•
1 electricity grid related
•
4 transport related proposals
proposal
•
1 aquaculture related proposal
•
1 marine licence related
proposal
•
5 terrestrial windfarm related
proposals
•
2 navigation related proposal
•
2 micro hydro related proposals
•
2 national strategy related
proposals
•
4 large scale hydro related
proposals
•
1 conservation regulation
related proposal
•
1 water supply or treatment
related proposal
•
1 planning related proposal
•
28 individuals found fishing for sea trout without permission or fishing on
a Sunday (the weekly closed time).
Individuals found fishing without permission or using illegal methods:
•
43 individuals on the River Ness up to Loch Dochfour;
•
33 individuals on Loch Ness and Loch Dochfour (boat or shore);
•
9 individuals on the River Enrick;
•
3 individuals on the River Moriston;
•
4 individuals on the River Oich and 12 on the River Garry;
•
6 individuals at other locations; and
•
To date, 14 people fishing outside the fishing seasons.
•
One eel/crayfish type fyke net; and
•
Two setlines.
•
11 individuals charged for incidents across the Ness system.
•
The board has a webpage (www.ness.dsfb.org.uk), Facebook page with
14,846 followers, Twitter account with 3,240 followers and Instagram
account with 2,191 followers. These are used to promote the Ness
system as a whole.
•
Presentations at conferences and seminars, local and national
newspaper and national and international TV appearances.
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Latest Catch Statistics
Catch returns are the main indicator of adult run size available for the Ness system. Catch statistics are
collected annually by Marine Scotland Science (MSS). DSFBs are also able to collect data directly from
proprietors twice per year. The size of the run can be used as a measure of its status by comparing the annual
run against a long-term average. The data used throughout this section are Crown copyright, used with the
permission of MSS, who are not responsible for interpretation of these data by third parties.

2019 NATIONAL (SCOTTISH) SALMON CATCH
The latest Scottish Government figures show a steep decline in salmon rod catches, since a record high of
110,496 fish in 2010. The total reported rod catches for 2019 was 47,515; 97% of the previous 5-year average
and the fourth lowest since records began in 1952.
Total National (Scottish) Salmon Rod Catch (1989 to 2019)
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The proportion of the rod catch accounted for by catch and release was among the highest recorded, with 98%
of rod caught spring multi sea-winter fish (taken before 1 May) and 92% of the annual rod catch released. It
should be noted that some of the fish released may be re-caught and hence inflate the catch statistics.
Spring catch has declined since records began. Although there is some indication of a stabilisation, it remains
at a low level. Summer and autumn catch generally increased up to 2010, subsequently falling sharply, before
a slight recovery in 2015 and 2016. It fell again in 2017 and 2018, increasing slightly in 2019.
As a result of the Salmon Conservation Regulations, retention of salmon caught in coastal waters has been
prohibited since the 2015 season. Reported catch and effort for the fixed engine and net and coble fisheries in
2019 remain among the lowest recorded. In 2019, reported catches for net and coble fisheries were the lowest
on record, whilst those for fixed engine fisheries were the fourth lowest.
A general decline in the numbers of returning adult salmon can be seen in other data sets, such as those from
fish counters, and there has been a worrying decline in Atlantic salmon numbers across their native range.
Fisheries Management Scotland (FMS) believe that the survival of Scotland’s wild salmon is at “crisis point”.
The Scottish Government’s chief freshwater scientist has warned that, at the current rate of decline, Scottish
Salmon could disappear within 20 years.
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LATEST NESS DISTRICT SALMON ROD CATCHES
The 2020 season started reasonably well, until the evening of the 23rd March 2020, when the COVID-19
lockdown and associated travel restrictions came into force. This resulted in a complete closure of all fisheries
until the end of May 2020.
This had a major impact on this year’s ‘spring’ catches (January to end May), with a provisional total of just 51
‘spring’ salmon reported in 2020. This compares to a previous five-year average of 259 spring salmon and
general stabilisation in catches (although still at relatively low levels).
Ness district ‘spring’ rod catches (January to May) (1952 to 2020)
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Scotland’s First Minister announced an easing of the lockdown and resumption of limited angling activity on
the 29th May 2020. This meant that local anglers could first return to the river, followed shortly after by visiting
anglers. However, fishing effort continued to be significantly lower than in previous years, with visiting angler
numbers significantly reduced.
Despite the effects of COVID-19 described above, the provisional total of 767 salmon and grilse reported in
2020 represented a six per cent increase on the previous year (723 fish). It is likely that without the COVID-19
lockdown, this would have been one of the best years for 10 years, however as it stands the catches were
below both the five- and 10-year averages (867 and 906 fish respectively).
Total Ness district rod catches of salmon (salmon and grilse combined) (1952 to 2020)
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Grilse (one-sea-winter salmon) catches were the third highest for 10 years, with the provisional 415 fish
reported in 2020. This represents a 34 per cent increase on the previous year (275 fish in 2019), with grilse
catches above both the five and ten-year averages (370 fish and 374 fish respectively) despite the impacts of
COVID-19.
Ness district grilse (one sea winter salmon) rod catches (1952 to 2020)
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The 352 MSW salmon (including ‘spring’ component) reported in 2020 represents a 21 per cent decrease on
the previous year (448 fish in 2017). This is due to the two-month complete closure of the fishery over the
peak spring period. Unsurprisingly, catches were below both the five and ten-year averages (498 fish and 532
fish respectively) and the lowest on record.
Ness district multi sea winter (MSW) salmon rod catches (1952 to 2020)
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The ‘summer’ and ‘autumn’ MSW salmon component (those caught between June and October), are believed
to belong to populations in the middle and lower parts of the catchment. Following a long-term decline, the
provisional 301 summer and autumn MSW salmon reported in 2020 represents an encouraging increase for
the first time in five years. This is above the five-year average (293 fish), but below the ten-year average and
(312 fish). However, catches of summer and autumn MSW salmon remain well below historical levels, with
those for 2020 being the fourth lowest on record.
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Ness district summer and autumn MSW salmon catches (1952 to 2020)
2634

3000

744
683
539
725
864
440
640
519
346
455
414
306
281
285
373
379
310
250
225
301

774
509
289

641
346

503
420

614

1238
1065
1079
1074

1094
854
949
1144
1377

1434
1486
1095

1327
716

1024
860

1061
942
978
432
444

1222
1261

1523

1395
1126

1358
405

500

912

698
742
749

1000

677
800

1500

1792

1944

2000

331
408
352
158

No. Rod Caught Fish

2500

1952
1953
1954
1955
1956
1957
1958
1959
1960
1961
1962
1963
1964
1965
1966
1967
1968
1969
1970
1971
1972
1973
1974
1975
1976
1977
1978
1979
1980
1981
1982
1983
1984
1985
1986
1987
1988
1989
1990
1991
1992
1993
1994
1995
1996
1997
1998
1999
2000
2001
2002
2003
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
2009
2010
2011
2012
2013
2014
2015
2016
2017
2018
2019
2020

0

Year
Summer and Autumn MSW Salmon

5 Year Average

LATEST NESS DISTRICT SEA TROUT ROD CATCHES
The Moray Firth once supported a prolific rod and line fishery for sea trout, with the total annual reported
Ness district catch peaking at 3,540 fish in 1960. Reported catches have steadily decreased since that point,
which we believe is largely due to continued and significant ‘under reporting’ of sea trout catches.
Total Ness district sea trout catches (adult and finnock combined) (1952 to 2020)
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Anecdotal evidence suggests that the numbers of fish captured in the freshwater and coast areas of the Ness
system during the 2020 season was significantly greater than the reported 55 fish. From a local fisheries
management perspective, this is particularly disappointing particularly as rod catches are the only current
indicator of the status of sea trout populations in the Ness system. We will be taking measure to resolve this
issue.
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LATEST NESS DISTRICT SALMON NET CATCHES
Many of the original salmon netting stations in the Ness district were ‘bought out’ by the Atlantic Salmon
Conservation Trust (ASCT) in the 1980. This resulted in a significant reduction in the total numbers of net
caught salmon reported in the district. Those remaining are net and coble fisheries, which use a ‘sweep net’
paid out from a boat and worked from the shore.
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A conservation agreement was reached between the Ness and Beauly DSFBs and the two main operators
(Rosemarkie and Longman Stations) in 2013. This meant that these stations remained closed for the entire
season. This agreement continued on an annual basis until 2019, with a pause in 2020 due to the impacts of
COVID-19. No commercially caught salmon have reported by the Ness fishery for the last eight years.

CATCH SUMMARY
With salmon numbers already in decline across the North Atlantic, the additional impacts of COVID-19 made
this an extremely challenging fishing season.
The national COVID-19 lockdown, and associated travel restrictions, completely closed the fishery for a full
two-month period. This coincided with the peak ‘spring’ fishing period (April and May), significantly impacting
upon catches (particularly in the upper system). Fishing effort continued to be much reduced even when
partial lifting of the lockdown came into effect.
Despite significantly lower fishing effort throughout the season, the provisional total catch for 2020 exceeded
that of the previous year. Grilse catches were the third highest for 10 years and there was an encouraging
increase in catches of summer and autumn MSW salmon for the first time in five years. If COVID-19 hadn’t
struck, then this would have likely been a relatively good year for the Ness system.
Research suggests that the key driver for the background decline of salmon across Scotland and the North
Atlantic relates to changes in the marine environment. However, freshwater factors such as predation and
barriers to migration can also have an impact.
With management options in the open ocean limited, the Ness DSFB aims to maximise the number of ‘healthy’
wild salmon smolts going to sea from our rivers. The following sections of this report illustrate how we are
working to identify and address those factors which may be limiting spawning success and juvenile survival in
the Ness system, together with the practical management actions being taken to maximise smolt escapement.
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Latest Fish Counter Data
Fish counter and environmental information is available from two sites within the Ness catchment, both of
which are operated by Scottish and Southern Energy (SSE). One is located on the River Moriston (Dundreggan
Dam) and the other on the River Garry (Invergarry Dam). Areas upstream of the two fish counters represent
only a proportion of the total area within the Ness catchment accessible to migratory fish; therefore, these
data should only be used for indicative purposes.

PROBLEM WITH THE MK12 COUNTERS
SSE have discovered a problem with new their MK12 fish counters, which are not counting fish as accurately as
expected. Fish counts have dropped at a number of their sites over the past few years (including Garry and
Dundreggan Dams). This has coincided with a general decline in salmon numbers throughout the country,
making any specific issues with the counters harder to identify.
The ‘Mark 12’ Fish Counter software

When the MK11 counters were updated and upgraded to the MK12, the main objective was to allow count
data to be electronically downloaded to reduce the resource heavy processes associated with manual
downloads. The MK11 counters had been verified and the accuracy had been confirmed as over 95%. SSE had
been given assurances that this level of accuracy would remain.
The supplier that built the new counters is unfortunately no longer providing that service. SSE have therefore
taken steps to procure a new service provider for the counters. Unfortunately, the COVID-19 pandemic has
greatly impacted on their ability to move things forward.
In the meantime, the last two years of count data presented below (highlighted in red) are believed to be
significant under representation of the true numbers of fish passing through the dams. According to SSE and
based on an assessment of counts at Pitlochry Dam, an estimated 30% of fish are being missed. These data
should therefore be treated with caution.

13 of 95

2020 Annual Report
DUNDREGGAN DAM (RIVER MORISTON)
A validated total of 124 salmon were counted through Dundreggan Dam in 2020. If we factor in the estimated
30% error described above, then the total rises to 162 fish. If accurate, this indicates a significant decline in the
number of adult salmon passing through the dam since 2015.
Number of Salmon Ascending Dundreggan Dam 1969 to 2020
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We have asked SSE to work to resolve the issues associated with the MK12 counters as soon as is practically
possible. This will allow us to determine with greater confidence whether the decline is simply a symptom of
counter error, or an actual decline in salmon numbers. In the meantime, our efforts will concentrate on
assessing at Invermoriston Falls, where we feel that there could be issues.
The lower falls at Invermoriston, historically impassable to salmon before the creation of fish passes
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Prior to 1880 access to salmon in the River Moriston was limited by an impassable waterfall in the lower
reaches of the river at Invermoriston (red arrow in centre of photograph above). Around this time a fish pass
was constructed to facilitate access to the upper reaches of the river and create a new salmon fishery (yellow
arrow to the left of the photograph). This was a very impressive structure, cutting through solid bed rock and
extending approximately 150 metres upstream.
It seems that this original fish pass did not function adequately and so, sometime around 1902, a new
improved version was constructed on the opposite side of the falls (green arrows to the right of the
photograph). The original fish pass was then blocked off at its upstream end at some point in history. We also
believe that the original falls in the centre of the photograph may have been ‘eased’ at the time Dundreggan
Dam was constructed, with further alterations to the upper falls.
These fish passage improvements provided access to approximately 25 miles of new fish habitat, with the
River Moriston subsequently designated as a Special Area of Conservation (SAC) for both freshwater pearl
mussels and Atlantic salmon. It is possible that these fish passage improvements have degraded over the last
116 years and are perhaps not functioning as they once did. This could be caused by something as simple as a
displaced boulder blocking passage.

INVERGARRY DAM (RIVER GARRY)
The salmon counts at Garry Dam have declined significantly over the last fifty years and are showing little sign
of recovery. Historical annual counts of 600 to 800 salmon have reduced to a five-year average of just 54 fish.
A validated total of 38 fish were counted through the flume in 2020, rising to 49 fish if we account for the
estimated 30% error factor.
Number of Salmon Ascending Invergarry Dam 1956 to 2020
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Given the significant long-term decline in abundance of salmon, the Ness DSFB has come together with SSE
and other partner organisations to deliver the ‘Upper Garry Salmon Restoration Project’. This aims to restore a
self-sustaining wild salmon population to the Upper River Garry as described in further detail in the ‘Fisheries
Management’ section of this report. The accurate counting of returning adults through Garry Dam is key to
assessing the success of this project.
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Fisheries Monitoring
The Ness DSFB works together with a wide range of partners to gain a detailed and up to date understanding
of the status of our salmon, sea trout and other fish populations. This information is essential in permitting an
‘evidence based’ approach to fisheries management.

JUVENILE SALMON SURVEYS
Electrofishing is commonly used as a sampling method for juvenile salmon and trout. It is particularly useful in
situations where other techniques, such as netting, may be ineffective due to the nature of the target species
or the habitat. It relies on the creation of an electric field in water to which fish will respond by some form of
forced swimming and/or immobilisation, thus rendering them easy to capture.
Members of the Ness DSFB team electrofishing on a tributary of the Lower Garry in 2020

The efficiency of electrofishing in terms of the proportion of a fish population that can be caught varies
considerably from site to site, according to a variety of factors. ‘Area delineated’ surveys attempt to quantify
the density of fish within a unit area of the riverbed. This allows comparisons between sites of different sizes
and characteristics. Surveys vary in detail from fully quantitative surveys that attempt to make an accurate
population estimate with associated confidence limits, to minimum density estimates that describe the
number of fish caught at a given site.
National Electrofishing Programme for Scotland (NEPS)
NEPS was designed by scientists from Marine Scotland Science (MSS) and funded by the Scottish Government,
Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) and the Scottish Environment Protection Agency (SEPA). It aims to provide a
harmonised estimate of the numbers of young salmon across Scottish rivers. The sampling is delivered locally
by DSFBs and fisheries trusts with the support of the Scottish Fisheries Coordination Centre (SFCC) and FMS.
MSS published their NEPS 2019 report in July 2020. By comparing regional or national estimates of mean
salmon density obtained from sampling with benchmark estimates, each region is given a grading (1 to 3) for
fry and parr separately. A region with a grading of 1 is coloured blue, a grading of 2 as grey and 3 as orange.
Grades were obtained for each life stage using the following rules:
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•
•
•

Category 1: The estimate of mean observed density exceeds the benchmark
Category 2: The benchmark is within the confidence limits of mean observed density
Category 3: The upper 95% confidence limit of the mean observed density is below the benchmark

The grades for the two life stages are combined to provide a single overall (fry/parr) grade for the juvenile
salmon assessment. The results show that estimates of fry densities have risen from Grade 3 in 2018 to Grade
2 in 2019 (possibly associated with stocking operations on the Garry) with parr densities remaining at Grade 3.
2019 Ness Regional Grading for all salmon life stages (Marine Scotland Science)

The key factors influencing the Ness Grade 3 parr classification is that almost half of the 30 NEPS sites were
located in poorly performing areas of the catchment. This includes the upper Garry system and the upper
Moriston above Cean-na-Croc Heck. Furthermore, large rivers (e.g. River Ness mainstem) which are known to
be major spawning and nursery areas are excluded from the programme.
Observed densities as a percentage of the benchmark at each electrofishing (Marine Scotland Science)
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The upper Garry and Moriston make up a large proportion of the Ness system (upper Garry alone represents
18 per cent of the total Ness catchment). These areas should support healthy juvenile salmon populations, but
for a number of reasons, they are currently performing badly. It is important that this is recognised in respect
of the conservation status of the Ness system as a whole. In terms of the issues effecting the upper Garry and
upper Moriston, the Ness DSFB and our partners have already put management actions in place to restore the
local salmon populations. These will be discussed in further detail later in this report.
Marine Scotland were unable to fund or manage a formal NEPS programme in 2020 due to the impacts of
COVID-19. Despite this lack of funding, and given the benefits maintaining an up-to-date set of data, we went
ahead and repeated the same NEPS sites as the previous year.
River Ness Mainstem Electrofishing Surveys
In response to concerns raised about the current status of juvenile salmon populations in the River Ness, we
have doubled the number of ‘index monitoring’ sites on the Ness mainstem from three to six (this is in addition
to the 30 NEPS sites). The existing three sites at The Minor (Dochfour), Blackstream (Ness Castle) and Holm
Mills (Inverness Angling Club) were complemented with two new sites at Ness Side Estate and another at the
Little Isle (Inverness Angling Club). This gives a good spread along the length of the river and samples a range
of different habitat types.
Members of the Ness DSFB team electrofishing on the Ness mainstem at The Blackstream in 2020

The results are presented in the scatterplots below. The black data points representing the results from each
site (minimum density estimate of fry or parr per 100m2 based on three pass surveys), the blue line
representing the overall trend and the grey shaded area the error margins. Presenting the information from all
survey sites together in this way, rather than reporting on each site separately, gives a better picture of the
overall status of juvenile populations in River Ness.
Overall, the results of this year’s surveys indicate healthy densities of both fry and parr in the mainstem River
Ness. Fry abundance (0+ year old fish) is best used as a measure of the distribution of spawning activity rather
than for studying general long-term trends in juvenile salmon populations. This is due to large year-on-year
variations in fry abundance, relating to the proximity to or number of ‘redds’ (or nests) in the survey reach
between years.
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Healthy looking salmon fry and parr captured during the survey at Dochfour on the River Ness in July 2020

The fry densities recorded in 2020 varied from a low of 70.5 per 100m2 at the Little Isle, to a high of 392.9 per
100m2 at Ness Side. The difference in these densities is believed to be due to the predominant habitat types at
each site. Ness Side was found to be dominated by smaller gravel, providing ideal spawning and fry habitat,
with the larger substrate present at the Little Isle site being more suited to parr (1+ year old fish).
Juvenile salmon fry (left) and parr (right) minimum density estimates recorded in the mainstem River Ness
(fish per 100m2) with the two new Ness Side sites

Parr abundance gives a much better indication of the general ‘health’ of juvenile salmon populations, because
at this stage the fish have distributed across the available habitat. Overall, parr densities recorded in 2020
were very encouraging (with a high of 108.3 per 100m2 at the Black Stream). The exception was the two sites
at Ness Side, where they were found to be significantly lower at 4.5 per 100m2 (circled in red in the chart
above). This acts to ‘skew’ the overall trend which, would otherwise be for increasing parr numbers across the
mainstem Ness (see below).

19 of 95

2020 Annual Report
Juvenile salmon fry (left) and parr (right) minimum density estimates recorded in the mainstem River Ness
(fish per 100m2) without the two new Ness Side sites

The reason for the lower parr densities at the Ness Side sites is likely to be due to the difference in available
habitat. As mentioned previously, they were dominated by smaller gravel and lacked the larger cobbles and
boulders required by salmon parr. This larger substrate provides shelter from fast currents and predators and
obstructs the line of sight between neighbouring fish (reducing territorial aggression). Without this larger
substrate, the number of parr that a given site can support will be limited.
A salmon parr amongst cobbles and boulders in the River Ness

Parr were visible in the margins of the right side of the river at Ness Side where larger substrate was present.
However, the depths and flows here were sub-optimal (flow greater than 60 to 75cm/s and depth greater than
40cm). Furthermore, it was too deep and fast for an efficient and safe electrofishing survey to be carried out.
The proposed ‘River Ness Habitat Improvement Feasibility Study’ (discussed later in this report) would explore
habitat availability and distribution in the River Ness in more detail.
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We are often asked why the juvenile salmon population in the River Ness is still classed as being relatively
heathy, despite an obvious decline in the number of returning adults (or spawners). Key to this is
understanding the concept of the ‘carrying capacity’ of the river.
The size of a juvenile salmon population can only grow until it reaches the carrying capacity of its environment.
At that point, resources (such as food and shelter) will not be sufficient to allow the population to continue
growing over the long-term. This means that, even with increasing numbers of adult spawners, the numbers of
smolts escaping from the river will remain constant.
To illustrate this, we have plotted the rod catch for the mainstem River Ness against the densities of salmon fry
(0+ year old) and parr (1+ years old) recorded during our electrofishing surveys on the River Ness.
Rod catch vs juvenile salmon density (per 100m2) for the mainstem River Ness

The results indicate that the higher the rod catch (number of spawners) in a given year, the higher the
resulting density of salmon fry. However, no matter how many spawners or fry you start with, the parr
densities remain at a similar level and do not continue to increase. This suggests that, in terms of parr, the
available habitat in the Ness mainstem is likely to be at or above carrying capacity at the moment.
We will continue to use all of the appropriate options in our fisheries management ‘tool box’ to maximise the
survival of salmon eggs and fry to the parr and smolt stage. However, it seems that investigating options for
maximising the availability of parr habitat may be key to this, i.e. the greater the available habitat, the greater
density of parr that the river can support.
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Coastal Burn Surveys
This year we completed a total of eight surveys across three coastal burns on the Black Isle. This included sites
on the Mill Burn (Munlochy), Avoch Burn and Rosemarkie Burn (in addition to the 30 NEPS sites).
Surveying the Mill Burn in Munlochy on the Black Isle

All of these coastal burns were found to support healthy populations of brown trout, European eel, lamprey
and flounder. No juvenile salmon were recorded, but the burns are clearly important spawning and nursery
areas for sea trout.
A brown trout (top) and flounder (bottom) recorded in the Mill Burn at Munlochy
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Investigative Surveys
In addition to our core juvenile salmon monitoring programmes, the Ness DSFB deliver targeted ‘investigative
surveys’. These aim to assess the success of habitat enhancement projects, fish passage improvements and
restoration stocking programmes. They are also used to monitor the long-term impacts of development works
or pollution incidents. The informed gained helps to inform future decision-making processes.
Upper Garry Salmon Restoration Project Post-Stocking Assessment
Electrofishing surveys are carried out on an annual basis to assess the effectiveness of the restoration stocking
element of the ‘Upper Garry Salmon Restoration Project’. The initial results have been extremely encouraging,
with increased densities of salmon fry and parr recorded at all sites. Genetic samples will be used to confirm
the proportion of these fish that originate from the restoration stocking programme (the broodfish having
been genetically profiled).
Taking genetic samples from salmon fry and parr captured on the Allt Choire a' Bhalachain

The results of this year’s post stocking assessment on the Greenfield Burn indicate the highest fry densities on
record (with 69 fry per 100m2). Eggs were first planted here in Spring 2019, resulting in a significant increase in
fry densities the following summer. It is clear that survival of these fish has been high, with densities of up to
35 parr per 100m2 recorded in 2020 (well above the previous best of 4 parr per 100m2 recorded in 2013).
Juvenile salmon fry (left) and parr (right) densities recorded on the Greenfield Burn (fish per 100m 2)
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The accessible reaches of Greenfield Burn provide a good mix of spawning and nursery habitat for salmon. It is
fringed by native riparian woodland, which acts to buffer extremes of temperature. The burn’s highly mobile
nature results in bankside scour, providing a continuous supply of fresh gravel. Falling trees create large woody
debris, providing important cover for fish and the invertebrates that they feed upon, as well as creating
diversity of flow. All in all, this is a superb burn and we hope that this short-term intervention will result in the
restoration of a self-sustaining salmon population once again.
The lower survey site on the Greenfield Burn with riparian woodland and large woody debris

This was the third year of egg planting in Allt Choire a’Bhalachain. Prior to the planting of 5,000 ‘eyed ova’ in
spring 2018, the highest fry density previously recorded was 2 per 100m2, with juvenile salmon completely
absent in three of four year’s surveys. The 2020 assessment recorded very encouraging fry densities of 104 fish
per 100m2. Parr densities suggest a trend for increasing numbers, however their densities remained relatively
low at 5 per 100m2. This may relate to the predominant habitat types at the two surveys sites, which is more
suited to fry than parr.
Juvenile salmon fry (left) and parr (right) densities recorded on the Allt Choire a' Bhalachain (fish per 100m 2)
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Eggs have been planted in the River Kingie since 2018. For the purposes of our post stocking assessments, the
Kingie is split into ‘upper’ and ‘lower’ reaches. These reaches are separated by a deep, slow ‘middle’ section of
river, with suboptimal juvenile salmon habitat. On the whole the upper reach is dominated by fry habitat,
whereas the lower reach is dominated by parr habitat. This is reflected in the results of the electrofishing
surveys.
Typical habitat in the ‘upper’ River Kingie (top) dominated by gravel (more suited to salmon fry)

We were unable to access the upper Kingie sites in 2018 (where all the egg planting took place in that
particular year). A significant increase in fry densities was subsequently recorded in 2019, with record densities
of up to 136 fry per 100m2 recorded in 2020. Densities of up to 8 parr per 100m2 were also recorded in the
upper Kingie in 2020, although this was not significantly greater that the baseline situation.
Juvenile salmon fry (left) and parr (right) densities recorded on the upper Kingie (fish per 100m 2)

A significant increase in both fry and parr densities was observed in the lower Kingie in 2018 and 2019, despite
the fact that no egg planting took place in the area. This is believed to be due to the downstream migration of
stocked fish from the upper reaches after hatching. Eggs were introduced into Allt Coire An Stangain Bhig (a
tributary of the lower Kingie) for the first time in 2020. This was due to the fact that deep snow prevented
access for the planting of this particular batch of eggs to the upper Kingie. Record fry and parr densities of up
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to 70 fish per 100m2 and 23 fish per 100m2 respectively were subsequently recorded in 2020. The higher
densities of parr recorded in the lower Kingie, when compared to the upper Kingie, reflects the predominant
habitat types.
The juvenile salmon fry (left) and parr (right) densities recorded on the lower Kingie (fish per 100m2) (based
on first electrofishing pass)

Of particular note was the capture of a juvenile pike at one of the lower Kingie sites (with a number of others
observed from the bank of the river). Pike are easily recognisable with their elongated mottled olive-green
body, single dorsal fin set back towards the tail and long jaws full of sharp teeth. They are generally found in
lochs or slower moving areas of rivers. Pike are ambush predators which lie in wait for prey to pass and then
exhibit a sudden burst of acceleration as they strike.
The juvenile pike captured at one of the lower Kingie survey sites

It is not clear whether pike are indigenous to the Ness District. Until genetic studies are carried out, the
boundaries of their native range in Scotland will remain uncertain and open to debate. Either way, finding a
pike this far up the system was a surprise and they will certainly predate on juvenile salmon. It is likely that
pike have made their way upstream from Loch Garry.
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Holm Burn Fish Pass Assessment
The Holm Burn is the larger of two major tributaries entering the River Ness. It was an important spawning and
nursery area for salmon and sea trout; however, water abstraction, morphological alterations and barriers to
fish migration have resulted in its fish populations becoming severely degraded over time.
Historical access to migratory fish was largely restricted to the first 60 metres of the Holm Burn due to the
presence of a weir in the grounds of Ness Side Estate. In 2010 the Highland Council modified the structure to
incorporate fish passage during the construction of a new flood defence scheme. The effectiveness of the fish
pass was questionable, with re-colonisation of salmon populations taking much longer than expected. Electrofishing surveys undertaken by the Ness & Beauly Fisheries Trust (NBFT) indicated that year classes of fish were
missing. It was believed that the structure was only passable if there were adequate flows, i.e. it was likely a
partial barrier to fish.
Plans were agreed with SEPA, The Highland Council (who own the structure) and Ness Side Estate to
incorporate alterations that would hopefully improve fish passage. Construction of a new structure was
completed in early Autumn 2017.
The newly completed Holm Weir Fish pass on the 5th October 2017

Assessing the success of the new fish pass in relation to the status of salmon populations in the Holm Burn is
complicated by the fact that its lower reaches often dry out (an issue that will be addressed in the coming
years via the provision of a compensation flow from Loch Ashie). We have therefore used sites in the upper
accessible reaches, where the channel always remains wetted, as an indicator.
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One of the survey sites in the upper accessible reaches of the Holm Burn were the channel always remains
wetted

The results of the most recent surveys are positive, with a trend for increase fry densities since the alterations
were made in 2017 (and the highest on record in 2020). Parr densities are also showing signs of improvement,
despite a complete absence in 2018, when extreme drought is likely to have had a significant negative impact
on survival.
Juvenile salmon fry (left) and parr (right) densities recorded above the new fish pass on the Holm Burn (fish
per 100m2)

Ceannacroc Fish Pass Assessment
Ceannacroc heck (a fish trap) was constructed as part of a hydro scheme in the upper Moriston catchment
which became fully operational in 1962. Cluanie and Loyne Dams cut off access to headwater spawning and
nursery habitat. Returning adult salmon were instead captured in the heck and their progeny stocked
elsewhere in the catchment. Numbers of adult salmon returning to the heck dwindled over time.
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In 2006 a fish pass was constructed in the heck as part of the £3 million EU funded Conservation of Atlantic
Salmon in Scotland (CASS) Project. This created access for salmon to the 5km reach of the main River Moriston
between Ceannacroc and Cluanie Dam for the first time in 44 years.
Construction of the fish pass at Ceannacroc Heck, permitting access to salmon to the upper reaches of the
River Moriston for the first time in 44 years

Regular juvenile salmon surveys have been carried out in the area above the heck since the construction of the
fish pass. Surveys completed in 2007 (a year after construction) showed no evidence of successful spawning
above the new pass. However, surveys in 2008 revealed the first signs of recovery, with six salmon fry
recorded in two riffle sites just downstream of Cluanie Dam.
Surveying a site on the Upper River Moriston above Ceannacroc Heck

The recovery has quietly continued over time, with very encouraging results from the most recent surveys.
Juvenile salmon are now widely distributed throughout the upper Moriston above Ceannacroc heck. Fish are
found to be present where expected (i.e. those sites with suitable habitat), with densities of up to 47 fry and
22 parr per 100m2 recorded in 2020. All in all, this is a great success story for the Ness DSFB and its partners.
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Juvenile salmon fry (left) and parr (right) densities recorded on the upper Moriston above Ceannacroc heck
(fish per 100m2)

MORAY FIRTH SALMON SMOLT TRACKING PROJECT
This Atlantic Salmon Trust (AST) led three-year project is the largest of its kind ever undertaken in Europe. It
aims to help identify where and why Atlantic salmon ‘smolts’ are dying as they migrate down seven major
rivers in the Moray Firth, out through the estuaries and for up to the first 100km of their oceanic migration.
The Moray Firth project partnership is led by the AST and is comprised of the Glasgow University, six District
Salmon Fishery Boards/Fishery Trusts and Marine Scotland.
Year One (2019)
The core aims of the first year of this project were to: 1) Identify how successfully smolts move down the main
stem and into the transitional waters of the estuary; and 2) Identify the marine migration and distribution
routes. Over 340 acoustic receivers were deployed from the headwaters of the rivers out into the open sea
within the Moray Firth. Three tagging teams successfully captured and tagged 848 migrating smolts (797
salmon and 51 sea trout) across seven river systems (Deveron, Spey, Findhorn, Ness, Conon, Oykel, Shin) which
all flow into the Moray Firth.
Locations of the acoustic receivers across the seven experimental catchments (Atlantic Salmon Trust).
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Indications from the 2019 tracking study suggest considerable smolt losses in-river. On average, across all
seven river systems, confirmed escapement (fish detected leaving the river, including Oykel and Shin tidal
environments) was 49.2%, ranging from just 9% on the Ness system to 58% on the Shin system (this figure
does not consider the very different and complex situations on all of the different rivers and, in particular, the
distance travelled).
Confirmed survival (%) of salmon smolts for the seven rivers of the Moray Firth, with distance of smolt
migration undertaken. Both freshwater and marine environments are included (Atlantic Salmon Trust).

Of the 100 salmon smolts tagged on the River Garry in the Ness system, nine were estimated to have reached
the final river receiver, with eight reaching the Spey Bay array (survival rates of 9% and 8% respectively).
Rather than travelling east towards the Moray Firth, 22% of tagged smolts were estimated to have travelled
southwest in Loch Oich and entered the west bound section of the Caledonian canal at Laggan. However, half
of these smolts subsequently turned around and returned east through Loch Oich.
Of those detected at Loch Oich’s confluence with River Oich and the Caledonian Canal (57 individuals), 43
migrated into River Oich, with 40 successfully reaching the final River Oich receiver at the confluence with Loch
Ness. Thirteen smolts travelled into the Caledonian Canal, with only one smolt successfully exiting into Loch
Ness. All the smolts that were successfully detected in the marine environment migrated downstream via the
River Ness, not the Caledonian Canal. Overall, the smolt loss rate in freshwater was 1.65% per km. The loss
rate varied between 13.3%/km (release site to River Garry) and 0.9%/km (between Caledonian Canal East at
Fort Augustus and Dochgarroch).
The median speed for confirmed successful migrants (e.g., smolts that were detected leaving freshwater) was
0.05 m/s for river travel and 0.16 m/s for transitional water (Chanonry). For the marine environment the
median speed was 0.28 m/s to the Inner Moray Firth Array and 0.31 m/s to the Spey Bay Array. Confirmed
successful migrant smolts took a median of 12.4 days to travel from the first river receiver to the furthest
downstream river receiver, after which they took a further 1.4 days to reach Chanonry, 1.4 days to reach the
Inner Moray Firth Array and 0.7 days to reach the Spey Bay Array. Upon entering the marine environment, the
salmon smolts showed strong directional movement, heading east and northeast.
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The information gained from study this will be invaluable in terms of targeting our future fisheries
management activities. It has identified a number of potentially manageable issues that, if addressed, could
result in an increase in smolt escapement. It is important to note that we only have one year’s worth of
information to date. This could have been an unusual year with lower or even higher survival than average.
Therefore, rather than rushing to put management actions in place based on limited information, it is
important that the study is replicated and refined. This will put us in a stronger position going forward.
Year two (2020)
Before the COVID-19 pandemic, plans were well underway for ‘Year 2’ of the smolt tracking project, which was
due to commence on the 1st April 2020. This was to involve repeating the first year’s programme, but with an
increased number of receivers in freshwater (increasing from 10 to 20 in number). A number of the receiver
locations had also been adjusted where problems were encountered last year (e.g. excessive boat noise or
white water effecting the efficiency of receivers).
Deploying acoustic receivers for Year Two of the Moray Firth Smolt Tracking Project
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In a change to last year’s project, local fishery board/trust staff would not only be trapping the smolts, but also
carrying out the fish tagging process. This task was previously carried out by staff from the Universities of
Glasgow and Durham. The tagging process involved in this project is deemed to be a ‘regulated procedure’
under the Animals (Scientific Procedures) Act 1986 (ASPA). As such the work must be carried out under a
Project Licence issued by the Home Office. In early 2020 two Ness DSFB staff completed an extremely
demanding Personal Licence course. This involved significant pre-read, two-days of classroom sessions at the
University of Glasgow’s Scottish Centre for Ecology and the Natural Environment (SCENE) and four closed book
theory exams. This was followed by a further two days practical tagging sessions and a practical exam.
Undertaking the residential Project Licence Course at SCENE

Following the imposition of the COVID-19 lockdown, the AST decided to postpone Year 2 of the project, which
will now instead be undertaken in Spring 2021. This meant that, once deemed safe to do so, the receivers
were recovered and returned so that they could be serviced. We are currently in discussions with the AST
regarding the potential to tag additional fish to look more closely at delays and potential predation issues
associated with the Caledonian Canal.
Recovering acoustic receivers from the Caledonian Canal by means of a remote underwater vehicle
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MORAY FIRTH ADULT SALMON TRACKING PROJECT
Identification of mixed stock salmon fisheries around Scotland is essential in creating suitable and effective
management plans to protect Wild Atlantic Salmon stocks. The migratory behaviour of anadromous fish means
that they may be intercepted at any point along their journey. It is possible that a fishery in one location is
harvesting fish from another location. It is also possible that a fishery may harvest salmon destined for
multiple rivers, hence a mixed stock fishery.
This local fisheries management project aimed to deliver a pilot salmon tagging study to determine the effort
required to get a statistically significant assessment of the impact of the Moray Firth estuarine net fisheries on
the rivers around the NE of Scotland. The main objective was to study the movements of returning adult
salmon within the inner Moray Firth and to determine which rivers the salmon return to. Between July and
August 2019, a total of 60 adult Atlantic salmon were captured by way of net and coble at the Atlantic Salmon
Conservation Trust’s fishery at Chanonry Point. They were externally tagged with a looped Floy tag, attached
to which was a coded acoustic transmitter.
Processing an adult salmon as part of the Moray Firth Adult Salmon Tracking Project
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Movement of tagged fish was determined by using fixed position automatic listening stations (ALS). All ALS
were deployed prior to tagging and release of fish. Two ‘Curtains’ of ALS were positioned across the width of
the channel at the Sutors (at the entrance to the Cromarty firth) (7 receivers) and at Chanonry point (7
receivers). A further two ALS were deployed in the lower reaches of each of the Rivers: Alness, Balnagown,
Beauly, Blackwater, Brora, Conon, Deveron, Findhorn, Fleet, Helmsdale, Kyle of Sutherland, Lossie, Nairn, Ness,
Skiach and Spey. Two receivers were used in each ofthe rivers to enable directionality of fish movement to be
determined.
The report from the study is still awaiting the final signoff by the key sponsor MS. However, we can report that
of the 60 fish tagged in the study, 55 were detected across the ALS deployed around the Moray firth. These 55
fish generated a total of 213,878 unique detections across all ALS. Of those 55 fish:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Two fish were predated by mammalian animals (indicated by the detection of a rapid rise in temperature)
15 fish were detected entering the River Beauly
10 fish were detected entering the River Ness
One fish entered the Ness but subsequently left and entered the Beauly
One fish entered the Conon
One fish entered the Spey.
Three fish were removed from any further analysis because of abnormal detections (suggesting tag failure
or that the tag fell off)
The remaining fish were last detected at the marine ALSsOne of these fish was detected heading North
along the Brora/Helmsdale coast on receivers still deployed from the ‘Moray Firth Smolt Tracking Project’.

The remains of a tagged female salmon kelt were recovered from the screens at Kilmorack Dam on River
Beauly on the 10th January 2020. The fish was caught, tagged and released on the 17th July 2019 and was
detected entering the river Beauly at 2:30am on the 19th July 2019. The condition of the remains fish indicates
that it went on to spawn successfully in the River Beauly after tagging.
The remains of a tagged female salmon, post spawning, found at Kilmarnock Dam on the River Beauly

This local fisheries management project was delivered in partnership by the Ness District Salmon Fishery
Board, Ness & Beauly Fisheries Trust, local estuarine salmon nets-men, the University of Glasgow and the
Atlantic Salmon Trust. The project was funded by Marine Scotland, with 60 acoustic tags kindly donated by
Aberdeen Harbour Board.
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SPAWNING OBSERVATIONS
Ongoing spawning observations at key ‘index’ monitoring sites in upper (above Dochfour Weir) and lower
(below Dochfour Weir) Ness system suggest that there are two distinct salmon spawning periods in the Ness
system. This could have implications regarding the suitability of the current statutory close.
Example of camera rigs used to monitor spawning activity at key ‘index’ monitoring sites

The difference in spawning time is thought to relate to the effect of Loch Ness on water temperature in the
River Ness, the large size of the loch meaning that it takes longer to cool down in the winter. Temperature
loggers deployed at sites in the Ness and Enrick this year confirmed the difference above and below the loch.
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As expected, the Ness was found to have a very different water temperature profile than the Enrick. The
difference in water temperature was as high as 5.5oC (on the 31st October 2019). Spawning activity was first
recorded in the Enrick at the beginning of November 2019, when water temperature fell to between 6 to 7oC
(falling to as low as 1.7 oC during the spawning period). Spawning activity on the Ness was not observed until
mid-December, when temperatures fell to between 7 to 8oC (remaining at 7oC or above throughout the
spawning period).
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LOCH NESS FEROX TROUT TAGGING PROJECT
This is a collaborative project between The Ness DSFB and the University of Glasgow SCENE. The principle aim,
for management purposes, is to determine the space use of large brown trout (Ferox) within Loch Ness.
The ferox trout are large, elusive predatory fish feeding mainly on smaller trout, Arctic charr and other fish
species. They are generally found in large deep glacial type lakes or lochs. Debate about whether ferox trout
are a separate species to brown trout dates back to Berkenhout (1789)1 and continues to this day, yet
fundamental questions about their basic biology are still poorly understood.
A ferox trout in a tributary of Loch Ness at spawning time

The little research that has been conducted on ferox trout has been disproportionately useful to both
evolutionary biology and conservation biology. Due to their nature, ferox are elusive and not easy to capture,
traditionally investigation into the phenotype has occurred by stable isotope analysis, genetics and stomach
content identification. It is now possible to employ tracking technologies to investigate their behaviour further
and understand space use and habitat preference within Loch Ness.
This project aims to determine whether ferox trout stay within the loch itself or move into its tributaries. It
aims to gain an understanding of the depth and temperature preferences of ferox and to determine whether
they exhibit diving behaviour. Finally, it aims to identify potentially important areas of the habitat for Ferox
which may improve future management strategies.
Fish are being collected in a known spawning burn by Ness DSFB and University of Glasgow staff and tagged
with acoustic transmitters. The acoustic transmitter is attached to a circular floy tag. The tags used in this
study record both the depth and temperature being experienced by the tag and thus allows for an insight into
the 3D space use of tagged brown trout. An array of acoustic receivers has been deployed within the capture
river, throughout Loch Ness and in the inflowing and outflowing rivers of Loch Ness.

1

Berkenhout, J. (1789). Synopsis of the natural history of Great Britain and Ireland. Vol 1 London: Cadell.
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A perfect example of a male ferox trout captured during the study (weighing 7lbs)

Further to the above, tissue samples are being taken from the ferox to determine whether they are genetically
distinct from ‘standard’ brown trout. Scales samples will provide information relating to the age/growth
profiles of the fish and photographs taken against a measure will allow us to learn more about their distinct
morphology (shape).
An annotated photograph of a scale sampled used to age a 16lb ferox trout captured during the study

This pioneering project has the potential to significantly increase existing knowledge of the habits of these
elusive fish. This includes gaining a better insight into their interactions with salmon, in particular smolts, on
which they are known to predate. Ferox are believed to take advantage of man-made barriers such as weirs,
which create ‘pinch points’, delaying the downstream migration of smolts. Although the two species have
evolved together for many thousands of years, these barriers to migration are thought to raise predation
above ‘natural’ levels. We hope that this study will provide evidence to support the easing of such barriers
(through the provision of improved fish passage or water management), potentially increasing smolt survival.
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Fisheries Management
The principle aim of our fisheries management activities is to maximise the natural production of salmon and
sea trout in the Ness system through the protection and enhancement of spawning success and juvenile
survival. The overall objective is maximising the number of ‘healthy’ wild salmon smolts going to sea from our
rivers. We work with a wide range of partners to achieve these aims and objectives.

MAPPING PRESSURES ON WILD ATLANTIC SALMON
This project was funded by the ‘Scottish Government Maritime and Fisheries Fund’ and co-ordinated by FMS.
Its purpose was to provide fisheries managers with a common platform for identifying and quantifying the
primary factors limiting wild Atlantic salmon production in Scotland. The two main outputs will be colour
coded maps for each catchment showing the extent and impact of key salmon pressures and summary
information showing the river length and wetted area affected by each pressure for each catchment.
Example of colour coded map completed for the Ness district showing obstacles to fish passage

Fisheries managers could contribute information on up to 40 individual pressures which were identified by
Marine Scotland and Fisheries Trust biologists through the Salmon Liaison Group.
Key Pressures Considered as part of the mapping process
Pressure
Catchment Scale Pressures

Examples
Illegal exploitation, In river and estuarine net, rod and line, seals, piscivorous birds, piscivorous
fish, disease, sea lice, farm escapes, coastal nets, marine development, other catchment scale
pressures.

Predation and Stocking

Piscivorous birds, piscivorous fish, other predation, stocking.

Invasive Non-Native Species
(INNS)

Crayfish, fish, other.

Water Quality

Acidification, point source pollution, diffuse pollution, eutrophication, other.

Water Quantity

Abstraction, flow regulation, upland/agriculture/land-use and drainage, chaining rainfall patterns
(floods), other.

Thermal

Loss of shading, over-shading, changing temperature patterns, thermal discharge, hydro
modification, other.
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Pressure
Instream and Riparian Habitat

Examples
Loss of sediment transfer, lack of large woody debris, canalisation/dredging/boulder removal,
loss of natural riparian vegetation, conifer afforestation, other.

Obstacles to Fish Passage

Upstream passage, downstream passage, other.

This is the first application of such a tool in Scotland. It is intended that the process will be refined and
improved over time. Ultimately, outputs from this process will be available for use by local managers to inform
and target management actions and to provide important evidence for policy development at a national level.
The maps will be publicly available on the FMS website when the process is complete.

FISHERIES MANAGEMENT PLAN
The Ness DSFB published its last Fisheries Management Plan (FMP) in 2014. This set out priority actions
identified as being required for the management of fish populations within the Ness district. It provided a
framework for the protection and enhancement of such populations and to ensure that their exploitation is
undertaken in a sustainable manner. The lifespan of this FMP was six years, ending in 2019.
Significant progress has been made on the production of a new ‘2020 to 2025 Ness District Fisheries
Management Plan’. This incorporates the results of the ‘Mapping Pressures on Wild Atlantic Salmon’ project,
allowing us to assess the likely impact of each pressure. We believe that this will help to better inform and
target management actions. We intend to work on the new FMP over the winter period and publish a draft
plan in early 2021 (with a period of public consultation).
Example of proposed management actions for the River Ness and Tributaries
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UPPER GARRY SALMON RESTORATION PROJECT
The abundance of salmon in the upper River Garry has declined over the last 60 years and is showing little sign
of recovery. Counts of adult salmon passing through Garry Dam have reduced from up to 900 fish per year in
the 1960’s, to a current five-year average of 54 fish. Just 27 fish passed through the counter in 2018 (the last
year of the Mark 11 counters), with juvenile salmon densities across much of the system critically low.
Historical stocking undertaken as mitigation for loss of habitat following historical hydroelectric development,
together with subsequent easing of fish passage, has proven to be unsuccessful. It is believed that the
indigenous population may have been affected by none-native strains of salmon that may not be fully adapted
to their environment. Initial baseline genetic monitoring indicated that a remnant of the original native stock
of salmon was still present.
The screens on the heck at Poulary were removed in 2004, resulting in a significant increase in juvenile
habitat accessible to salmon

In 2012 UHI Inverness College Rivers & Lochs Institute (RLI) was commissioned by the Ness DSFB to carry out a
scoping study for the development of a salmon stock restoration programme for the upper River Garry. Their
recommendations included the implementation of carefully targeted, designed and linked enhancement
initiatives, encompassing habitat improvement and stock rehabilitation through supportive breeding and
supplementary stocking.
Rather than looking back and simply blaming each other with no action, Scottish & Southern Energy, the Ness
District Salmon Fishery Board, the Ness & Beauly Fisheries Trust, MOWI, UHI RLI and the Scottish Environment
Protection Agency have come together to collaborate on the delivery of a project to restore a self-sustaining
wild salmon population.
The supportive breeding and supplementary stocking element of the project involves capture of a proportion
of the wild River Garry salmon smolts as they migrate downstream towards the sea between April and May.
These fish are then grown on to maturity in captivity, genetically screened, with their eggs stocked to areas
accessible to salmon upstream of Garry Dam for a time limited period in an attempt to ‘kick-start’ the recovery
of a self-sustaining wild population.
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Genetic Screening
A major element of the project is to ensure that only locally sourced ‘native’ brood stock is used to restore the
salmon population. The genetic markers associated with fish of farmed origin are relatively easily identified,
with tissues samples from all the ‘wild’ smolts being screened to ensure that none of these fish unintentionally
make their way in to the restoration programme.
Brood stock collection may also capture members of more than one genetically distinct population. Mixing of
different breeding groups (outbreeding) has been shown to have long term negative effects on population
viability. The Rivers and Lochs Institute therefore use population genetic structuring to assess whether
individuals sampled are from one or multiple distinct breeding populations (of which at least four have been
identified in the Garry system).
Genetic profiling has also allowed us to identify ‘full siblings’ (i.e. brothers and sisters), enabling us to avoid the
negative effects of inbreeding. Unintentional biases are further reduced by the crossing of up three males with
each female (where numbers of unrelated fish within each cluster allows).
Hatchery Operations
This year was an extremely productive one in terms of egg production for the Upper Garry Salmon Restoration
Project. The 2018 broodfish (140 individuals) were stripped for the first time, with the 2017 broodfish (133
individuals) stripped for the second and last time. Together they produced in the region of 283,000 eggs, the
highest number to date and well above the 150,000 produced in the previous year.
Garry fish being cross in Drimsallie Hatchery on the 17th December 2019

Health Check
A health check was carried out by fish vets on a sample of broodfish prior to stocking. The health check aims to
prevent the inadvertent transfer of harmful diseases or parasites from the hatchery environment into the wild.
The results indicated that most systemic findings were attributable to the physiological changes associated
with maturation and nutrient mobilisation required for gonad development. There was no evidence of
infectious disease in the examined specimens, with the fish and eggs given the all clear.
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Health check being carried out by the MOWI Veterinarian on the 7th February 2020

Egg Planting
The offspring produced as part of this project are planted out as ‘eyed ova’ in artificial ‘redds’ (or nests). In this
way the fish will hatch and subsequently ‘swim-up’ in the wild and begin feeding in their natural environment.
This aims to minimise any of the negative effects of domestication associated with the hatchery environment.
Eggs at this development stage are also known to be robust and more tolerant to physical or thermal shock
than fry or parr, significantly reducing the risk of mortality during transportation.
This year’s egg planting operations proved to be particularly challenging. Early in the year river levels were
consistently high due to persistent rainfall. These conditions made the planting of eggs impossible. The
weather then turned to heavy snow, which makes access to the upper Kingie impossible. To make matters
worse, a large proportion of the eggs were ready at the same time (approximately 119,000) and needed to be
planted out urgently.
Preparing the eggs for transportation, the code referring to the specific genetic group

On the 27th February 2020, we managed to access the Allt Choire a' Bhalachain and Greenfield Burn. Here we
planted out more eggs than originally planned, although still well below the carrying capacity of the water
bodies (52,000 eggs compared to the planned 39,000 eggs).
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The team planting eggs in the Allt Choire a' Bhalachain on the 27th February 2020

On the 28th February 2020 we managed to gain access to the Allt Coire An Stangain Bhig (a tributary of the
lower Kingie), despite deep snow on the way in and horrendous weather conditions. A further 67,000 eggs
were planted here for the first time and just before the river began to rise once again.
Planting eggs in the Allt Coire An Stangain Bhig on the 28th February 2020

The snow receded just enough for us to gain access to the upper Kingie on the 4th March 2020. Despite having
to dig our way through snow drifts on the higher ground, another 55,500 eggs were successfully planted out.
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Planting eggs in the Upper Kingie on the 4th March 2020

The final 70,000 eggs were planted in to the upper reaches of the Kingie on the 23rd March 2020, just before
the COVID-19 lockdown came into force. We were relieved to have emptied the hatchery before travel
restrictions were put into place. As always, the location of each artificial redd (or nest) was GPS located and
plotted for future reference.
The location of each artificial salmon redd created in the main River Kingie in 2020
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Nutrient Enrichment
Brood fish used in the Upper Garry Salmon Restoration Project are spawned twice in the hatchery. This allows
us to keep ‘refreshing’ the genetic pool and avoid complications associated with stripping ‘repeat spawners’.
Having spent a large part of their life in captivity, these domesticated fish would have a low chance of survival
if released back into the wild. Therefore, they are humanly dispatched and frozen after their second spawning,
with their bodies subsequently introduced back into the river at the same time that the eggs are planted out.
This provides an important food source for aquatic invertebrates, which in turn provides food for future
salmon fry and parr. It is hoped that this will produce ‘fitter’ smolts, more likely to survive their ocean journey.
Introducing salmon carcasses to the River Kingie directly above an egg planting location

2020 Broodstock Collection
With the number of returning adult salmon ascending Garry Dam in serious decline, it would be questionable
to take any of them as brood fish. This project instead catches a proportion of descending salmon smolts from
the existing wild population in the lower River Garry below Garry Dam as they make their journey to the sea in
spring.
These fish are ‘grown on’ to maturity in captivity and subsequently used as brood stock. The marine survival of
smolts going to sea is poor (<5%), so the vast majority of the small number of smolts leaving the Upper Garry
will never return as adults. Taking a small proportion of these naturally produced ‘doomed’ smolts and
growing them on to maturity will have minimal influence on the number of naturally returning adult salmon.
Due to the impacts of COVID-19, we were unable to deploy our rotary screw trap this year. This means that we
missed the penultimate year of broodstock collection. This will not affect this year’s hatchery operations as we
already have two-year classes in captivity, but it could potentially affect egg production in 2021. We have
therefore decided to keep the 2018 broodfish in the hatchery for an extra year, spawning them for a third time
in autumn/winter 2021. The broodstock collection component of the project may also be extended for an
extra year (extending to 2022).
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GARRY DAM SCREENS PROJECT
Over the last few years, the Ness DSFB has been working in partnership with SSE and SEPA to investigate
improvements to smolt passage Garry Dam. Smolt escapement through the structure under the existing
situation was believed to be sub-optimal. The only way for the smolts to ‘escape’ Loch Garry was to swim
across the dam intake screen and find the metre-wide adult fish pass. This goes against the nature of a salmon
smolt which general migrate passively, drifting downstream with the current (i.e. towards the dam intake). It
was believed that an alternative solution may be to remove the smolt screens and allow the fish to pass
directly through the turbines. Similar work had been carried out to great effect on the Tummel in the Tay
catchment.
Smolt Passage Trials
In June 2017 and 2018 APEM Ltd completed live fish
trials at Garry Dam under Home Office licence. This
involved removing the tailrace screens and replacing
them with purpose-built catch nets. Live fish were then
passed through intake tunnel and turbines, before being
captured in the nets at the tailrace. This provided
information regarding transit times through the tunnel,
any damage sustained and estimated survival rates.
The study concluded that allowing smolt passage
through the machine would result in an overall survival
rate of around 84 per cent. This is believed to be
significantly higher than the existing situation, where smolts pass through the adult Borland Fish Lift in the
dam. However, the study identified an issue at the tailrace screens, where significant descaling of the fish was
likely to occur.
Smolt Passage Improvements
Following the findings of the smolt passage trials, the smolts screens were removed from Garry Dam in spring
2020. This allowed smolts from the upper River Garry to pass directly through the turbines.
Discussing the Garry Screens Project with SSE and SEPA at Garry Dam on the 21st January 2020

The existing 40mm spaced flat bar adult salmon screens at the tailrace at Invergarry were also replaced with
new ‘smolt friendly’ 50mm spaced single round rods. SSE were asked to generate consistently throughout the
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night (when smolts are known to migrate) during the peak of the smolt run (last week of April to the first week
of May). It was hoped that this would create optimum conditions for smolt survival through the turbines.
The new ‘fish friendly’ screens on the tailrace at Invergarry Power Station

It was not possible to implement a technical solution to the screening of the compensation set at Garry Dam
(which sits behind the existing screens). As a short-term measure, the movement of fish towards the main
intake was monitored during the 2020 smolt migration period using hydroacoustic cameras. This will provide
information on the range of depths frequented by the smolts and inform the final compensation set screening
solution. We are hopefuk that this will be put in place by SSE in time for the 2021 smolt migration.
State of the art hydroacoustic cameras deployed at Garry Dam
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BURN CLEARANCE
Twice a year our team walk key burns across the Ness system to check for any significant blockages. Autumn
checks aim to ensure free upstream passage of spawning salmon and trout, with spring checks ensuring free
downstream passage for smolts. Any intervention involves small scale selective action to ensure that routes
are available for fish to pass around blockages.
Selective clearance of debris collected around a fallen tree to allow fish passage

Our operations do not involve the large-scale removal of woody debris or overhanging branches. This naturally
deposited 'large woody debris' may look ‘messy’ to some, but it is a vital and natural occurring component of
healthy river ecosystems. It creates diversity in flow and provides important refuge for fish (yes fish do live in
trees). Further to this, scour around woody debris moves the bed and bank of the river, providing a constant
supply of sediment. This in turn provides an important source of spawning and nursery habitat.
Examples of important ‘large woody debris’ in the Inverviggar Burn (top left) and River Coiltie (top right),
with a large brown (ferox) trout resting under an overhanging branch
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RIVER NESS HABITAT RESTORATION FEASIBILITY STUDY
Like many other river systems across Scotland and the North Atlantic, the Ness has seen a significant decline in
the numbers of returning adult salmon. The key drivers for this are thought to relate to climate change and
survival at sea, where management options are limited, so we instead need to do all we can to maximise the
numbers of healthy wild salmon smolts leaving our rivers.
At present, many of the key fisheries management projects being delivered by the Ness DSFB and its partners
focus on the upper system, where there is evidence of significant local issues. The success of these projects will
benefit entire system, particularly given that adult salmon have to swim through the lower system to reach the
upper system. There are however growing calls for specific action on the River Ness where catches have fallen
considerably.
The main River Ness at Laggan

The results of our spawning and juvenile surveys (aerial redd counts and electrofishing surveys) suggest that, in
contrast to parts of the upper system, the ‘available’ spawning and nursery habitat in the River Ness is
relatively well utilised. Therefore, if we are to increase natural wild salmon production in the River Ness, we
need to consider the quality and quantity of the available habitat and whether there might be any
opportunities to improve it.
Sediment is constantly washed downstream through a river system, being replenished from above. It is this
sediment that provides the spawning and nursery areas for fish. In the case of the River Ness, the downstream
movement of sediment was effectively cut off by the construction of Ness Weir at Dochfour in the 1830’s.
Gravel has also been actively removed from a number of areas of both the main river, its tributaries and a
number of historical mill lades have been effectively cut off from the main river. This means that the river may
have been slowly starved of spawning and nursery substrate over time, leading to suboptimal salmon
recruitment.
Given the points above, the Ness DSFB is currently considering a proposal for a ‘River Ness Habitat
Improvement Feasibility Study’. This would allow us to gain a rigorous and comprehensive understanding of
the current condition of the river and would specifically include the following:
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•

An initial desk-based assessment of the physical and ecological condition of the river to provide an
understanding of how the river currently operates. This will be important to understand the system
‘reference state’ and how historic modifications may have resulted in the river deviating from this
condition.

•

A field-based survey of the physical condition of the river (‘fluvial audit’) that assesses the distribution of
morphological, sedimentary and ecological factors in combination with human impacts along the length of
the study section of the river.

•

A series of maps detailing the present-day physical character of the River Ness to support the
implementation of sustainable measures and to enhance habitat improving the natural conditions
required for fish rearing and production.

•

A final feasibility report detailing the influence of historical human pressures on the current physical
character of the study section of the Ness and the impacts to ecological condition generally and salmonid
habitats specifically. This will also detail the development of a number of potential habitat restoration or
enhancement measures.

It is important to note that this initial feasibility study would not involve any actually habitat improvement
work, rather it would identify whether such measures might be required. Any proposals for future works
resulting from the study would be subject to landowner permissions, detailed designs, funding and the
successful navigation of a complex consent process.

MANAGEMENT OF INVASIVE NON-NATIVE SPECIES
The Scottish Invasive Species Initiative (SISI) is a four-year partnership project. It aims to work with local
organisations and volunteers to control invasive non-native species along riversides in Northern Scotland, for
the benefit of our native wildlife and communities. SISI is led by NatureScot and is funded by the Heritage
Lottery Fund and by in-kind support from project partners and volunteers.
Invasive non-native species (INNS) are having a significant negative impact on our freshwater and riparian
(riverside) environments. They are responsible for the decline of native species and cause effects like bank
erosion. SISI aims to halt and control the spread of invasive species, undertake habitat restoration and
encourage the return of our native wildlife.
Invasive Non-Native Plant Control
Invasive non-native plants invade riparian habitats, spread rapidly and outcompete our native vegetation.
Some can be particularly destructive, causing riverbanks to destabilise. Some can also be harmful to human
health adversely affect human and animal health. Four invasive plants cause the most damage in the Ness
system as detailed below.
Giant Hogweed (Heracleum mantegazzianum)
Giant hogweed has large leaves and can form dense stands which prevent native plants from growing.
reducing species diversity. It produces phytotoxic sap which in contact with human skin and combined with UV
radiation cause severe skin burns. The intensity of the reaction depends on individual sensitivity, with the
danger to human health complicating our eradication efforts.
This year’s giant hogweed treatment programme was significantly delayed by COVID-19 restrictions, but work
was able to commence in mid-June before the critical point at which plants had begun to develop seed heads.
Approximately 50 localised giant hogweed plants were sprayed along a 1.5km reach of the River Ness (right
bank) from Ness Side to Ness Islands. Large numbers of plants (many hundreds) were also treated along a 2km
reach of the Little Mill Burn in Munlochy (along both banks), together with a small cluster of around 12 plants
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on Avoch Beach (at the request of the local community council). An estimated total area of 68,000m2 of river
bank was treated for hogweed this year.
Treating a large Giant Hogweed plant on the right bank of the River Ness at the Red Braes

American skunk cabbage (Lysichiton americanus)
Mechanical treatment was used to treat a large stand of approximately 200 American skunk cabbage plants on
an estimated 200 metre reach of a tributary of the River Ness at Ballandarroch in June 2020 (total area of
approximately 1000m2).
The mouth of the Ballandorroch Burn (Dochfour) before (left) and after (right) the American skunk cabbage
plants were dug out by hand

52 of 95

2020 Annual Report
The large leaves and dense stands of this plant can lead to it out-competing smaller plants due to its shading
effect and can cause extensive local damage. Although initial invasions will expand slowly, once this plant takes
hold it can spread rapidly and become a serious problem.
The plants at this location are thought to originate from an ornamental pond at the top of the burn and have
spread downstream into the River Ness (with individual plants found as far downstream as the Mill Lade at
Holm Mills). Further significant work will be required at this site in future years if the plants are to be
completely eradicated.
Himalayan balsam (Impatiens glandulifera)
Himalayan balsam grows in dense stands, shading out many native species and spreading extremely rapidly via
‘exploding’ seed pods. It produces lots of nectar and attracts pollinating insects, possibly to the detriment of
native flowering plants. It can dominate riverbanks, dying back in the winter and exposing bare bank which is
then at risk of erosion. Dense stands can also impede the water flow at times of high rainfall, increasing the
likelihood of flooding.
In early August 2020, large stands of Himalayan balsam were removed from an area of approximately
40,000m2 along 2km of the River Enrick at Urquhart Bay Woods. This involved pulling individual plants out by
the roots before their exploding seed heads had developed. We were very surprised just how quickly balsam
had spread in this area and will need to continue treatment over the coming years. A smaller stand of balsam
was pulled on the Avoch Burn (approximately 200m length and 800m2), another watercourse where balsam is
now prevalent.
Removal of a large stand of Himalayan balsam from the banks of the River Enrick

Japanese knotweed (Fallopia japonica)
Japanese knotweed forms dense stands which can block out the light and prevent native flora from growing.
This alters the habitat structure and wildlife of a river bank, which is known to directly impact on salmonid
fisheries (due to restricting access for angling and hindering conservation efforts of rivers). The rhizomes of the
plant are extremely tough and re-grow readily. It has caused problems by growing through foundations of
houses and pavements and this has led to the plant having a high economic impact
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Treatment of Japanese knotweed began in early September 2020. The stems of approximately 6,000 individual
plants were injected with glyphosate as they began to die back in the autumn. In this way the herbicide is
drawn into the rhizome to maximum effect.
Stem injecting Japanese knotweed in Urquhart Bay Woods on the River Enrick

This year’s treatment programme concentrated on a large area of Urquhart Bay Woods (SSSI) on the Rivers
Enrick and Coiltie were this species is currently out of control. A total area of approximately 120,000m 2 of
riverbank and flood plain were treated as part of ongoing efforts. Smaller stands of plants were also treated on
the mainstem River Ness at Holm Mills down to Ness Island and the Little Mill burn at Munlochy
(approximately 15,000m2 in total).
Stand of Japanese knotweed on the Little Mill Burn (Munlochy) before (left) and a week after (right)
treatment

American Mink
The American mink (Mustela vison) is a well-known invasive non-native species. It spread throughout the
country following escapes from fur farms in the latter half of the 20 th century. Mink have had a devastating
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impact on our native wildlife. Ground nesting birds and water voles are particularly vulnerable to mink
predation. Analysis of droppings (scats) indicate that fish also form a significant proportion of the mink’s diet.
Despite the obvious logistical issues presented by the COVID-19 pandemic, this year we have managed to
recruit an additional seven mink volunteers (bringing the total to 22). They have each adopted a ‘mink raft’
which used to detect the presence of mink. The raft floats on the edge of river or burn, and mink, being
inquisitive creatures, will investigate and go through a wooden tunnel. Inside the tunnel is a clay pad, on
which the mink (or any other creature) will leave its paw prints.
Ness DSFB staff deploying a mink raft in Inverness with a new volunteer

When the tell-tale prints of a mink are found we know they are present in that area. At this stage a live capture
trap is installed in the tunnel to catch the mink which is subsequently humanely dispatched.
Release of Non-Native Fish
On the evening of the 7th September 2020 we received reports of two unidentified fish found on the Inverness
Angling Club beat of the River Ness, one of which was still alive for a short time.
On collection we were amazed to find what appear to be two ‘cichlid’ fish, native to Africa and Central/South
America. The general consensus is that these particular fish are likely to be Jaguar or wolf cichlids, highly
aggressive and predatory species originating in Central America. Cichlids are common in the aquarium trade
and it is likely that someone had decided to release them into the wild.
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Non-native cichlid fish found at the Little Isle on the River Ness on the 7th September 2020

We headed out to the Little Isle on the River Ness on the 8 th September 2020 to check for any more non-native
fish using electrofishing equipment. We captured the expected juvenile salmon, trout and eels as we worked
upstream, before noticing what we initially thought was a large flounder. We scooped it up with a hand net
and saw what looked like a piranha. We were shocked to say the least.
The suspected ‘silver dollar’ found by Ness DSFB staff at the Little Isle on the 8th September 2020

Piranhas are native to the Amazon and are well known as aggressive predators with extremely sharp teeth.
Luckily for us this individual turned out to be a ‘silver dollar’, a close relative of the piranha which was already
dead. After a further search of the area we found what we believe to be another dead Jaguar/wolf cichlid of
the type recovered the previous night.
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It seems clear that someone had released these fish from an aquarium into the River Ness. Any release of nonnative species into the wild is extremely irresponsible and could have significant negative impacts on our
native fish stocks. The species found to date are all native to the warm climate of Central America and so had
little to no chance of surviving in the cold waters of the River Ness. They could however pose a significant
disease risk.

PRE-PLANNED FISH RESCUES
RJ Macleod Inverness West Link Project (Phase 2)
During the week commencing the 9th December 2019 (and extending over a number of days) the Ness DSFB
team carried out a major fish rescue to help facilitate works associated with Phase 2 of the Inverness West Link
Project. Contractors drained down a section of the canal at Torvean to allow the construction of a new swing
bridge. Over 1,800 lamprey ammocoete (larvae) were successfully captured and relocated, together with 50
(plus) three-spined stickleback, 20 European eel, six brown trout and one Atlantic salmon parr (juvenile).
The team rescuing fish in the Caledonian Canal as part of the Inverness West Link Project

Scottish Canals Lock Gate Refurbishment Project (Phase 2)
On the 14th February 2020 the team completed another successful fish rescue in the Caledonian Canal, this
time at Fort Augustus. This was a continuation of earlier work where Scottish Canals were in the process of
refurbishing lock gates. Numbers of trout and lamprey were successfully rescued from a de-watered lock
chamber and relocated back into a safe area of the canal.
The team rescuing fish as part of Scottish Canals Lock Gate Refurbishment Project
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Scottish Water Balantoul Burn Pipe Crossing
A water main previously installed under the Balantoul Burn was not laid at a suitable depth and had become
visible on the river bed. As a result, it had to be re-laid at a suitable depth, with a new duct for an electricity
cable being installed at the same time. The Ness DSFB team carried out a fish rescue at the location to
facilitate the creation of a dry working area, with a small number of brown trout safely relocated.
Contractors installing a pipe into the Balantoul Burn to carry the flow through a dry working area

Highland Council Holm Burn Torbeck Road Weir Repairs
The Ness DSFB team were asked to carry out a fish rescue on the Holm Burn as part of works by The Highland
Council to repair the rapidly eroding weir at Torbeck Road Bridge.
The eroding weir at Tobreck Road on the Holm Burn in September 2019
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The works had been significantly delayed due to the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic and so started very
late in the year. Given the urgency of the works, and the fact that the weir marks the accessible limit for
salmon, we agreed that they could extend into the annual close time. This was subject to any fish being
excluded from the works area prior to the 15th October, the works being carried out in a dry working area (via
the provision of a flow diversion) and all pilling being completed by the 15 th October.
The Ness DSFB team attended site on the 29th September 2020 to carry out a fish rescue prior to the
installation of the flow diversion through a pipe. The contractors were not ready to put the flow diversion in
place and so we carried out an initial rescue with approximately 100 juvenile salmon and trout safely relocated
further downstream. We intended to return at a later date once the contractors were ready to install the flow
diversion.
The Ness DSFB team carrying out a fish rescue below the eroding weir at Torbeck on the Holm Burn

It seems that in river works subsequently proceeded without the creation of a dry working area. Large
amounts of quarried stone were placed in the burn directly below the eroding weir. Following a period of high
river levels, this stone washed out, covering approximately 80 metres of river bed downstream from the site.
Temporary reinforcements were put in place to protect the structure over the winter, with plans being agreed
with SEPA to remove the washed-out stone and complete the works next summer.
Quarried stone washed out from the below the weir during high water in October 2020
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EMERGENCY FISH RESCUES
Impingement of Smolts in the Caledonian Canal
Whilst on a fisheries protection patrol on the 25th April 2020, Ness staff noticed that the sluice on the smolt
pass at Dochgarroch was closed. This is usually opened on the 1 st April to allow any salmon smolts to escape
from the canal should they take a wrong turn at Ness Weir. We subsequently contacted Scottish Canals to
bring this to their attention and asked whether they had any staff available to open it. We offered to help if
the key to the sluice could be made available.
Location of the upstream end of the smolt pass at Dochgarroch Locks

Scottish Canals advised that the smolt pass had not been opened due to the requirement for two staff to open
the structure, who were unable to socially distance as required by the Scottish Government during Covid-19
lock down. We acknowledged the difficulties posed to Scottish Canals by the current COVID-19 lockdown,
social distancing requirements and lack of PPE and offered to open the sluice on their behalf if they could
provide access to the key. Scottish Canals agreed to allow Ness DSFB staff to open the smolt pass on the 2nd
May 2020 (whilst being overseen by the Caledonian Canal Supervisor).
The downstream end of the smolt pass at Dochgarroch Locks before (left) and after (right) the sluice was
opened

On the 21st May 2020 we received a call from a concerned member of the public reporting large numbers of
salmon smolts trapped in the Muirtown Lock on the Caledonian Canal. A visit to site confirmed that this was
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indeed the case and we informed the Caledonian Canal Supervisor of the situation. With fish now distributed
along the seven kilometres of canal between Dochgarroch and Muirtown, it was clear that a significant
number of salmon smolts had entered the canal (despite the fact that the smolt pass was now operational).
This was extremely concerning given that they were likely to be delayed, vulnerable to predation and at risk of
missing their ‘window of opportunity’ to reach the sea. Many of the smolts showed signs of stress or damage.
A salmon smolt captured in the Caledonian Canal in May 2020

As a short-term measure to protect those salmon smolts entrained in the canal this year, we asked that urgent
measures be taken to ‘flush’ the fish through the canal system. Scottish canals proposed to open two sluices
on each of the south side lock gates from Muirtown Top Lock through to Clachnaharry Sea Lock twice a day to
give the smolts a route to sea. This operation began on the evening of the 22 nd May 2020 and created a
significant flow through the lock chambers. As an additional measure, the Ness DSFB team attempted to net
the lock chambers at Muirtown and Dochgarroch on the 26th and 27th May 2020.
Netting salmon smolts from the lock chamber at Muirtown
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A total of 300 salmon smolts and a single sea trout smolt were captured and subsequently release into the
River Ness at Bught Park. Overall, this operation was of limited success given the shear width and depth of the
canal compared to that of our net, together with the fact that only two staff were available (due to furlough)
when a netting operation usually requires at least four people.
Salmon smolts rescued from Muirtown Locks and released into the River Ness at Bught Park

Representatives from the Ness DSFB attended a SEPA chaired teleconference on the 15 th June 2020 to discuss
the issues associated with smolts trapped in the Caledonian Canal. Scottish Canals and NatureScot also
participated, together with Fisheries management Scotland.
Scottish Canals were of the opinion that this was a ‘one off’ event compounded by COVID-19 and the fact that
the canal lock gates were not operating. They believed that the impacts would be minimal given that smolts
were flushed through the system and so would eventually reach the sea. We presented documented evidence
that the problem had been known since 1826, including a copy of notices and claims made in respect of
alleged injuries and damages occasioned by the Caledonian Canal from the time. We also stressed that any
delay to the migration of the smolts would lead to reduced survival.
On the 18th June 2020, Michelle Ballantyne MSP lodged a Parliamentary question to ask the Scottish
Government what action it is taking in response the issue. Roseanna Cunningham MSP (Cabinet Secretary for
Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform) responded that the particular issue at the Muirtown Lock is an
example of positive stakeholder engagement, with the Ness DSFB and Scottish Canals working together to
ensure the protection of wild salmon during Covid-19. Further discussions are now in hand to seek a longerterm solution to manage future smolt movements in the area.
SEPA are in the process of reviewing the Caledonian Canal CAR licence to ensure that it makes specific
reference to the maintenance of fish passage. Other priorities include completion of an impact assessment to
assess the severity of the effect on salmon, implementation of short-term mitigation measures to minimise the
impact in Spring 2021 and long-term mitigation measures to exclude smolts from the canal.
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Fish Rescue on the River Enrick
In May 2020 (during COVID Lockdown) the Ness DSFB was alerted river engineering works on the River Coiltie,
an important salmon spawning tributary. The flow from three braided channels had been concentrated into
one central channel, with the two outer channels cut off and fish becoming trapped in pools. A large bund had
also been created on the right side of the channel (looking downstream).
Engineering works on the River Coiltie with re-aligned channel and large bund

SEPA were unable to attend site due to COVID operational restrictions. They asked if we could collect
photographs and details of the extent and impact of the works on their behalf. Following a further request
from SEPA, we carried out a fish rescue which resulted in the recovery of 284+ juvenile salmon, trout and
lamprey that had become isolated from the main channel as a potential consequence of the river engineering
works. This was not easy to complete whilst adhering to social distancing requirements and with just two staff
members available (due to furlough).
A few of the fish rescued from pools in the dry channels resulting from the works on the River Enrick
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SEPA then detailed the required mitigation to the landowner in writing and asked that we attend site. This
involved overseeing a machine as it removed the large bund and redistributed the material. SEPA subsequently
sent correspondence to the Ness DSFB thanking us for our assistance and recognising the excellent partnership
working.

PREDATOR MANAGEMENT
Fish are removed from the Ness system by a suite of predators. For migratory fish species such as the salmon,
predation can occur in both the freshwater and marine environments. Predation pressures may well be
exacerbated by the presence of artificial structures such as dams, weirs and canals which create ‘pinch-points’.
Of particular concern is the effect of predation on migratory fish during stages of their life cycle after which
density dependent compensation for losses has been exhausted e.g. smolts and returning adults.
Seals
There have been regular reports of grey seal incursions into the lower reached of the River Ness this year (up
to Ness Islands), with intermittent sightings of harbour (common) seals making their way to the upper reaches
of the River Ness (particularly during high water). Reported sightings of the latter were much reduced from the
previous year, when a juvenile harbour seal took residence in the freshwater reaches of the system.
Harbour seal at Laggan (left) and grey seal eating a salmon kelt in the centre of Inverness (right)

The Scottish Government recently amended the Marine (Scotland) Act 2010, removing the ability to shoot
seals to prevent serious damage to fisheries or fish farms. This amendment is linked to the Scottish
Government demonstrating compliance with the US Marine Mammal Protection Act (MMPA). This Act
requires that nations exporting commercial fish and fish products to the US are held to the same standards as
US commercial fisheries, where the taking of marine mammals is prohibited. The ability for Scottish Ministers
to grant a seal licence remains, but only for the purposes of conserving seals or other wild animals.
The Sea Mammal Research Unit (SMRU) at the University of St Andrews are currently delivering a Marine
Scotland and Crown Estate Scotland funded project to investigate and test non-lethal measures to address seal
predation at both fish farms and river fisheries. The first step is a desk-based study of non-lethal approaches
taken worldwide.
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Piscivorous Birds
Piscivorous birds have received a lot of attention in the press over the last couple of years. Significant numbers
of goosanders, mergansers and cormorants frequent the Ness District. These birds predate on a wide range of
fish species, with juvenile salmon and trout forming a major component of their diet. The relatively wide,
shallow and clear waters of the River Ness below Loch Ness make ideal feeding grounds for these birds.
A male goosander hunting salmon parr in the River Ness

The Ness DSFB now carries out two annual piscivorous bird counts each year, with the assistance of local
volunteers from ghillies and Inverness Angling Club. The COVID-19 lockdown meant that we were unable to
complete this year’s March count, but another was completed in September. The bird counts are collated,
together with other information relating to the status of the Ness district salmon populations. This forms the
basis of an annual application to NatureScot for a licence to shoot a limited number of birds as an aid to
scaring (for the purpose of preventing serious damage to fish stocks).
Piscivorous fish
When considering the relative impact of predators on the survival of salmon (in particular smolts), the
presence of piscivorous fish is often overlooked and not fully understood. For example, the native brown trout
is known to target salmon smolts.
A large brown trout regurgitates two juvenile salmon after being caught by an angler on the River Ness
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These two species have evolved together for thousands of years, with their interactions largely at natural
levels. However, problems can arise when anthropogenic impacts such as man-made barriers to migration are
thrown into the equation. These create ‘pinch-points’ where the downstream migration of salmon smolts can
be delayed or completely prevented. The piscivorous trout (together with other predators such as mammals
and birds) will naturally take advantage of such a situation, pushing predation to above natural levels.
We hope that our current ‘Ferox Trout Tracking Study’ will provide information regarding the movements of
these fish and help us to identify and prioritise pinch points. This will allow us to take action to ‘ease’ these
barriers to migration, provide free passage to smolts and reduce predation levels.
Another piscivorous fish species known to predate on salmon smolts is the Northern pike. There is some
debate as to whether or not they are indigenous to the Ness District, with some reports suggesting that they
may have been introduced as late as the 1970’s. Until genetic studies are carried out, the boundaries of their
native range in Scotland will remain uncertain. The European perch is another non-native piscivorous fish
species that has been introduced into the Ness system.
Both of these species could significantly increase predation above natural levels, particularly at man-man pinch
points. We are currently in discussions with the AST regarding a study to assess the impacts of pike predation
on smolt predation through Loch OIch (where significant losses of smolts were recorded during Year 1 of the
‘Moray Firth Smolt Tracking Study’). This would involve tagging and releasing smolts fitted with specialised
predator tags.
Environmental DNA Sampling
The Ness DSFB is participating in an AST and University College Dublin led project developing genetic probes to
identify the presence of Atlantic salmon and brown trout DNA in predator droppings. We have been busy
collecting scat samples from a range of salmonid predators along the Ness system (including goosander,
cormorant, heron, otter and others). The samples will help refine the techniques being used to identify the
species of predator involved and perhaps even find the genetic signature of individual predators. The analysis
will also reveal the relative proportions of prey items present in the dropping.
Taking samples of suspected otter and heron droppings on the banks of the River Ness
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FRESHWATER PEARL MUSSEL ENCYSTMENT PROJECT
The freshwater pearl mussel (Margaritifera margaritifera) has declined dramatically throughout its range and
is under grave threat within Great Britain. Mussel populations have been affected by multiple issues, including
wildlife crime, habitat degradation and declining water quality. The mussel is now one of the worlds most
endangered species, some say even rarer that the Giant panda.
Freshwater pearl mussels in the Ness system

In the past pearl fishers took hundreds of mussels to find maybe one that held a rare pearl within. The taking
mussels was banned in 1998, but they are very slow growing and can live to over 100 years and so populations
have not yet recovered. Anyone found killing, injuring, or taking a freshwater pearl mussel; being found in
possession of a pearl; or even being in possession a mussel shell can expect a £5,000 fine or six months in jail.
Lifecycle
Freshwater pearl mussels reproduce by releasing millions of microscopic young (glochidia) into the river in late
summer. These glochidia attach (or ‘encyst’) to the gills of young salmon or trout (without causing harm) and
remain there throughout the winter. They drop off the following spring at the size of a ‘pin head’ and settle in
the river bed where they grow to adulthood.
The release of glochidia and lifecycle of the freshwater pearl mussel2

222

Skinner A, Young M & Hastie L (2003). Ecology of the Freshwater Pearl Mussel. Conserving Natura 2000
Rivers Ecology Series No. 2 English Nature, Peterborough.
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Artificial Encystment
Working in partnership with NatureScot, the NBFT and latterly the Ness DSFB have been ‘artificially encysting’
juvenile salmon on the Ness system for five years. This work was initially carried out as part of the EU LIFE+
Pearls in Peril Project. It aims to safeguard the future of this critically endangered species. The artificial
encystment process involves monitoring the development of glochidia inside female mussels on a weekly
basis, allowing the time of release to be predicted. Depending on water temperature, the mussels usually
release over a 24 to 48-hour period in late summer. Once ready, adult mussels are collected by licenced
individuals and placed in buckets containing river water. A rise in temperature stimulates them to release the
young mussels, producing a ‘glochidial suspension’ in the buckets. The adults are then placed back into the
river unharmed.
The artificial encystment process

The buckets containing the glochidial suspension are transported to sites where mussels have historically been
present, but are now absent. Juvenile salmon and trout are captured at these sites and introduced to the
glochidial suspension for a short time (a matter of minutes). They inhale the young mussels which clamp onto
the gills of the fish. The fish are then released back into the river, with the young mussels attached. It is hoped
that the mussels will drop off next spring and recolonise the area.
Introducing juvenile salmon to the glochidial suspension, glochidia on gills and a juvenile mussel in river
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Conservation Regulations
In 2016 the Scottish Government introduced a package of measures to manage the conservation of salmon on
an annual basis according to its conservation status. The conservation status of each stock is defined by
the probability of the stock meeting its conservation limit (CL) over a five-year period. Rather than a simple
pass or fail, stocks have been allocated to one of three grades, each with its own recommended management
actions. This included the introduction of mandatory catch and release in areas where stocks were below their
conservation limit (‘Category 3’).
Scottish Government conservation status grades with associated management actions
Category Probability of Effectively CL Advice
meeting CL
met in:
1

At least 80%

4 out of 5 Exploitation is sustainable therefore no additional management
years
action is currently required. This recognises the effectiveness of
existing non-statutory local management interventions.

2

60-80%

3 out of 5 Management action is necessary to reduce exploitation;
years
mandatory catch and release will not be required in the first
instance. *The need for mandatory catch and release will be
reviewed annually.

3

Less than 60%

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

*The wording of this advice has changed from “but this will be reviewed annual” in previous iterations.

2020 CONSERVATION REGULATIONS
On the 20th August 2019, Marine Scotland announced that Scottish Ministers proposed to continue to regulate
the killing of salmon in Scotland for the 2020 fishing season, including the prohibition on retaining any salmon
caught in coastal waters, by means of conservation regulations made under section 38 of the Salmon and
Freshwater Fisheries (Consolidation) (Scotland) Act 2003.
Marine Scotland proposed that the Ness, which was assessed at Grade 1 in 2019, would be awarded Grade 2
status in 2020 to reflect the lower grading of the Moriston Special Area of Conservation (SAC) in the
catchment. Grade 2 status means that management action is necessary to reduce exploitation. Voluntary catch
and release should be promoted strongly in the first instance, with the need for mandatory catch and release
reviewed annually. The local management organisation (i.e. the Ness DSFB) is responsible for ensuring that
appropriate management action is put in place to reduce exploitation.
Given that the Scottish Government had already recognised that the Ness has an effective local Conservation
Policy in place, the Ness DSFB decided to continue with its existing Conservation Policy for the 2020 season
(rather than tightening it any further). This contained the following key elements:
•

Catch and release of all salmon caught before the 1st July as a ‘spring’ conservation measure;

•

From 1st July to the end of the season, all hen fish of any size and all cock fish over 8 pounds (69cm/27
inches) must be released to protect summer and autumn multi-sea-winter salmon;
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•

Only one cock fish weighing 8 pounds (69cm/27 inches) or less may be retained per angler per week (even
if fishing multiple beats), with a maximum of two per season;

•

All coloured and unseasonal fish must be released, providing protection for ‘spring’ salmon throughout
the season; and

•

Anglers should not fish with worm anywhere in the district before the 1 st of July or after the 31st August as
fish captured using this method are more likely to be deeply hooked (reducing their chances of survival on
release).

These measures are designed to allow us to protect and enhance the diversity of salmon populations in the
Ness district, whilst permitting the sustainable exploitation of a limited number of fish and maximising the
economic benefits of the fishery. A respectable 93 per cent of all fish captured during the 2020 season were
released (100 per cent of fish to the end of June).

NESS DISTRICT 2021 SALMON CONSERVATION POLICY
Marine Scotland has undertaken an assessment of the conservation status of salmon in inland waters in
Scotland for the 2021 fishing season. Both the Ness and the Moriston SAC have been upgraded to the highest
‘Grade 1’, i.e. exploitation is sustainable, therefore no additional management action is currently required.
This recognises the effectiveness of existing ‘non-statutory’ local management interventions, e.g. local ‘Salmon
Conservation Policies’. Given an overall trend for decreasing catches in the Ness district, the Ness DSFB has
agreed that to protect the long-term future of the fishery, it will roll the existing 2020 Salmon Conservation
Policy into the 2021 season.
It is hoped that with the full support of all fisheries and anglers this will further strengthen our ability to
protect our salmon populations, without putting any additional pressure on the socio-economics of the
fishery. The full ‘2021 Salmon Conservation Policy’ is presented below.
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Fisheries Protection
A decline in the numbers of salmon returning to our rivers in recent years has resulted in an increased focus on
fisheries monitoring and management. At the same time, illegal exploitation of salmon and sea trout (or
‘poaching’) is still a significant issue. The proportion of a DSFB’s annual budget available for enforcement has
decreased, so there is a need to ‘do more with less’ and to make the best use of available resources.

WATER BAILIFFS
A DSFB may appoint persons to act as ‘water bailiffs’, responsible for enforcing the provisions of the Salmon
and Freshwater Fisheries (Consolidation) (Scotland) Act 2003 (SAFFA). The Ness DSFB currently employs a team
of four full time staff to deliver its fisheries monitoring, management and protection duties. Three of these are
currently issued with a ‘Warrant of Appointment’ and are supported by a team of four ‘voluntary’ water bailiff
working under restricted warrants.
Ness DSFB water bailiffs carried out fisheries protection patrols day and night throughout the year

Ness water bailiffs carry out regular patrols of the catchment throughout the year, day and night on main
rivers, tributaries, lochs and the coastline. They have a range of specialist equipment at their disposal;
including unmarked vehicles, video cameras and thermal imagers. Our team often carry out joint patrols with
Police Scotland Wildlife Crime Officers.

COVID-19 LOCKDOWN
At the beginning of the lockdown period there was significant national uncertainty as to whether fisheries
protection patrols should or indeed could continue as usual. On the one hand, we were concerned that our
staff may be reported by Police Scotland for breaching the lockdown. On the other, we were concerned that
the lack of anglers and ghillies on the river system would leave our salmon and sea trout populations open to
poaching.
The Ness team played a prominent role in liaising with the Scottish Government, FMS and Police Scotland to
establish that our water bailiffs could (and in fact should) continue provide a presence on our river systems.
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We developed a set of local operating procedures, encompassing social distancing, that were subsequently
adopted by FMS as national guidance.
During the first week of the lockdown period, when protocols and operating procedures were being
developed, no fisheries protection patrols were conducted (with staff working from home). Staff were then
issued with PPE (hand sanitiser, gloves, face masks and visors) and short, intermittent patrols began. These
targeted vulnerable locations across the system and utilised fixed cameras to monitor vulnerable locations.
Ness water bailiff on day time patrol during the COVID-19 lockdown

As the lockdown continued, so did the level of ‘suspicious’ activity detected by the team. This activity centred
around the Inverness area in particular, with the upper system being particularly quiet. This is not surprising
given the relative size of the local population in Inverness. People were found to be heading out of the city
(mainly on foot or by bicycle) to remote areas of our rivers and lochs, often under the cover of darkness,
where they thought they would not be detected by the police. This activity resulted in a general shift from
office duties to more regular enforcement patrols.
Ness DSFB water bailiffs using thermal imaging cameras during night-time patrols
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Individuals were found to be engaged in a range of activities, from fishing to camping, consuming drugs and
alcohol, together with other lewd and illegal activities. Ness DSFB staff needed to approach these individuals to
establish whether any fisheries offences were being committed. With only two staff available due to furlough,
we relied heavily on Police Scotland for support (for which we are extremely grateful). On two occasions, when
Police were present, individuals were found to be in possession of offensive weapons including a hatchet,
machete, Bowie knife and a lock knife.
Ness DSFB water bailiffs and police officers responding to incidents during COVID-19 lockdown

During the main lockdown period, a total of 23 individuals were found to be fishing and subsequently asked to
pack up and return home. Most were trout and pike fishers, whom under normal circumstances would have
been left to it. A further 32 individuals found to be in contravention of the lockdown, but not fishing, were
advised to go home (gathered drinking alcohol or taking drugs etc).
Following the partial lifting of the lockdown on the 29th May 2020, we experienced a significant spike in
incidents of illegal fishing activity. Ten individuals were formally charged with offences under the 2003 Act,
with another 13 receiving official water bailiff warnings, two of which were followed up with official Police
warnings.

TRAINING
Fisheries enforcement brings water bailiffs into direct contact with offenders and may require them to obtain
personal details, carry out searches, seize items as evidence and in a worst-case scenario exercise powers of
detention. As such, it is important that they are trained to a high standard and operate in a safe, consistent
and effective manner.
All water bailiffs must pass an Institute of Fisheries Management (IFM) exam covering Scottish fisheries
legislation, practical operations and court procedures. Ness DSFB full time water bailiffs also attend an annual
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‘Conflict Resolution and Handcuffing’ course with training providers Niton Ltd. Those successfully completing
the course are fully certified in court credible techniques.
On the 6th March 2020 we delivered a bespoke training day at Ness Castle Lodges for our team of voluntary
water bailiffs. The event was attended by 10 individuals, including two Police officers and our full-time staff.
The day was split into three sessions.
The Voluntary Water Bailiff Training Course held at Ness Castle Lodges on the 6th March 2020

The first gave an introduction to the Ness DSFB and then covered the roles and powers of enforcement officers
and the law relating to salmon, sea trout, eels and other freshwater fish. The second session covered safe
systems of work, risk assessment and communication. It then went on to cover how to approach suspects, the
caution and the use of notebooks. The final session involved series of bankside scenarios.

PARTNERSHIP WORKING
We continue to work closely with the Police Scotland Wildlife Crime team and have an excellent relationship
based on mutual trust. Pre-planned joint patrols were carried out throughout the 2019 season. These targeted
vulnerable locations for both salmon and freshwater pearl mussels.
Ness water bailiff on patrol with Police Scotland wildlife crime officers

Further to this, we attended the latest Highland Partnership Against Wildlife Crime (HPAW) meeting in
Inverness on the 31st February 2020. HPAW represents a wide range of bodies concerned with the prevention
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and tackling of crimes against wildlife. It includes agencies like NatureScot, Police Scotland and prosecutors as
well as organisations representing a wide range of conservation and land management interests.

FIXED ENGINES
The term ‘fixed engine’ is used to describe method of trapping or catching fish by means of device which is
fixed to the bed or bank of a water body (whether it be a river, loch or the coast). The use of illegal fixed
engines can end up with disastrous consequences for fish and other wildlife.
On the 3rd of January 2020 we received reports of a fixed engine set in Loch Dundreggan on the River
Moriston. On attendance we found that it was a baited trap of the kind designed for catching eels or crayfish
(both illegal activities in Scotland). Judging by the location and manner in which the trap was set, the bait used,
we believe that it was set by a novice. The incident was non-the-less reported to Police Scotland and an
intelligence log created in case similar incidents are reported in the future.
Examples of ‘fixed engines’ recovered by Ness DSFB water bailiff this year

A number of ‘setlines’ were recovered from the south shore of Loch Ness during the COVID-19 lockdown.
Setlines are baited fishing lines, often attached to stakes or trees on the shoreline, and left to fish unattended
(often for a night or more). The use of an instrument such as this is a criminal offence.

LATEST ENFORCEMENT STATISTICS
A total of 110 inland fisheries incidents were detected across the freshwater reaches of the Ness District in
2020, the highest in seven years. Incidents ranged from fishing for salmon or sea trout without legal right or
written permission, the use of multiple rods from the bank/shore for salmonids, fishing for freshwater fish on a
loch where the rights are owned by one person and the use of live vertebrates (minnows) as bait. The number
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of ‘out of season’ fishing incidents detected (particularly targeting brown trout) was up to a three-year high
and three fixed engines (nets and set lines) were recovered. We believe that the increase in the number of
incidents this year can be largely attributed to the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic and the fact that many
people were not working.
Number of incidents of illegal fishing in the Ness Salmon District (2013 to 2020)
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The number of coastal fisheries incidents detected across the marine or estuarine reaches of the Ness District
during the season increased from 19 in 2019 to a four year high of 28 in 2020. These incidents largely related
to individuals fishing for sea trout without legal right or written permission and fishing for sea trout during the
weekly close time (Sunday).
The number of offences reported by the Ness DSFB to the Procurator Fiscal in 2020 (rather than the individual
receiving a verbal or notebook warning) was the highest for the study period (seven years). These 11 offences
included fishing for salmon and sea trout without legal right or written permission, fishing for sea trout in the
weekly close time and the use of live invertebrates (minnows) as bait.

REPORTING POACHING INCIDENTS
If you see or suspect that illegal fishing activity is taking place then please contact our water bailiff team at the
earliest opportunity on 07789 006078, 07944 617202 or 07808 62052. All calls will be treated in the strictest of
confidence and informants will remain anonymous if requested.
If you believe you have witnessed a poaching incident, please gather all necessary information. This includes
vehicle details, description of person(s), type of offence and where and when it occurred. Immediate reporting
will significantly increase the ability of a water bailiff to contact the suspect while still in the field. Never
confront a poacher yourself and avoid examining any fish or fishing instruments left at the scene.
All poaching reports are important. It is not always possible to provide an immediate response to every call.
However, Water Bailiffs routinely follow-up with individuals making reports to clarify and gather further
information.
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Fisheries Promotion, Education & Development
Fishing effort on the Ness system has been in decline for a number of years. It is therefore vitally important
that measures are taken to break the circle by promoting not only the work of the Ness DSFB, but also
promoting the Ness system as a premier fishing destination and encouraging more rods of all ages on the river.

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT AND EDUCATION
Over recent years the Ness DSFB and historically the NBFT have dedicated a significant amount of resources to
‘face-to-face’ community engagement and education. This has taken the form of talks for local interest groups,
field demonstrations, classroom visits, attendance at fairs and volunteer days. Unfortunately, given the COVID19 pandemic and need for safe social distancing, these activities were not possible this year. We hope to
return to these activities in 2021.

CONFERENCES AND SEMINARS
The majority conferences or seminars at which Ness DSFB staff were scheduled to speak or attend in 2020
were cancelled due to the impacts of COVID-19. We were however able to participate in a number of virtual
events to promote the work and interests of the Ness DSFB and its partners.
Making Salmon a National Priority
Chris Conroy (Ness River Director) was invited to a roundtable discussion and evening reception at the Scottish
Parliament on the 7th January 2020 (before the COVID-19 lockdown) to discuss the collective efforts required
to conserve and improve the situation for Scotland’s iconic Atlantic salmon. The event was sponsored by
Michelle Ballantyne MSP and attended by a broad range of stakeholders. This included representatives of the
fisheries management sector, angling businesses, fishery owners, Scottish Government and agencies and a
range of non-government organisations with an interest in land, water and environmental management. A
summary of the proceedings has now been published.
Photographs of the round table event and subsequent tour of the Parliament Chamber

FMS Members Meeting
Members of the Ness DSFB and other interested parties on the Ness system attend the local Fisheries
Management Scotland (FMS) regional members meeting in Inverness on the 24th January 2020. This provided
an opportunity for FMS to understand local priorities and provide an update on their activities. The meeting
was open to staff, board members and trustees from our member district salmon fishery boards and rivers and
fisheries trusts.
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Atlantic Salmon Trust Spring Updates
Chris Conroy (Ness River Director) was the special guest for Episode 1 of the Atlantic Salmon Trust’s Spring
Updates. These took the place of this year’s AST Conference, which was cancelled due to the COVID-19
lockdown. The virtual event was hosted by Prof. Ken Whelan (Research Director at the AST) and Byron Pace
(filmmaker and keen supporter of the AST). This particular session focused on the Moray Firth Tracking
Project, its outputs and potential management actions. This and all the other episodes can be viewed in full at
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oszn9RXgUIw.
Chris Conroy (Ness River Director) speaking during Episode 1 of the AST spring updates

Institute of Fisheries Management (IFM) Festival of Fish
Chris Daphne (Ness Fisheries Officer) represented the Ness DSFB and IFM Scottish Branch at this year’s
National IFM virtual conference (covering England, Scotland, Wales and Ireland). He spoke about the ground
breaking work being carried out in terms of our freshwater pearl mussel artificial encystment project.
Chris Daphne (Ness Fisheries Officer) speaking about freshwater pearl mussels at the IFM ‘Festival of Fish’
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MEDIA PROMOTION
We have continued to promote our work and engage with anglers and the wider public by means of traditional
press releases. We were particularly active during the COVID-19 lockdown, with a number of antipoaching
messages coming from ourselves and our partners:
•

Defiant angler removed from River Ness due to coronavirus restrictions, reports Inverness Angling Club
(30th March 2020)

•

Ness District Salmon Fishery Board Clamps Down on Salmon Poachers (3 rd May 2020)

•

Anti-poaching patrols on Highland rivers, reports Police Scotland (5 th June 2020)

Other press releases related to the issue of salmon smolts becoming trapped in the Caledonian Canal and the
non-native fish discovered in the River Ness, both of which gain local and national media attention:
•

Rescue bid as lockdown spotlights trapped young salmon in canal (2nd June 2020)

•

Non-native fish found in the River Ness (8th September 2020)

SOCIAL MEDIA
An increasing number of posts, photographs and videos have been uploaded via social media. These have
achieved Scottish, UK national and international coverage. The Ness DSFB’s Facebook Page has been
particularly successful (www.facebook.com/FishtheNess). It provides regular updates and news relating to the
work of the Ness DSFB, together with educational facts about salmon and other freshwater fish. It promotes
the Ness salmon fishery as a premier destination, with photos and stories of recent catches coupled with lots
of underwater footage of fish and other wildlife. The Facebook page currently has 14,846 ‘followers’ (up from
12,674 in 2019 and by far the highest of any DSFB).
The Ness DSFB Facebook page which currently has 14,757 followers

The Ness Board Twitter page (www.twitter.com/FishtheNess) currently has 3,240 ‘followers’ (up from 2,754 in
2019) and we have ’Tweeted’ a total of 3,911 posts. Our Instagram account (www.instagram.com/fishtheness)
has 2190 ‘followers’ (up from 1,900 in 2019) and we have uploaded a total of 1,414 posts; consisting mainly of
photographs of the fish, catches, personalities and landscape of the Ness district.
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TELEVISION PROGRAMMES
Over the last year the Ness and its fish have featured in a number of national and international television
programmes. Chris Conroy (Ness River Director) spoke about the fish species and geology of Loch Ness in an
American documentary entitled ‘In Search of: Loch Ness’ which aired on the History Channel.
Filming ‘In Search of: Loch Ness’ for the History Channel

Our salmon footage appeared on the Channel 5 series ‘Wild Animal Rescue’, with underwater footage from
the Ness system also featured on the BBC ‘watches’ programmes throughout the year (Winter, Spring and
Autumn Watch).
Some of the Ness DSFB footage featured on the BBC Watches programmes this year
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Compliance with Good Governance Obligations
Statutory ‘good governance’ obligations are placed on district salmon fishery boards as defined in law by
section 46 of the Salmon and Freshwater Fisheries (Consolidation) (Scotland) Act 2003. They comprise the
original obligations placed on boards by the 2003 Act together with those introduced through amendments of
the 2003 Act by the Aquaculture and Fisheries (Scotland) Act 2013 which came into force on the 16th
September 2013.
The purpose of the obligations is to enhance openness, transparency and accountability of the management of
salmon fisheries by district salmon fishery boards. They bring together existing best practice to ensure that all
boards act in a manner consistent with bodies operating in the public sphere. Key activities covered by these
obligations include:
•

Annual reports and accounts;

•

Meetings of the board;

•

Complaints procedures; and

•

Register of member’s interests.

This section of the report demonstrates how we have complied with each of the key good governance
obligations over the past year. We will continue to follow the advice and guidance produced by both the
Scottish Government and Fisheries Management Scotland over the coming year to ensure continued
compliance with our good governance obligations.

ANNUAL REPORT AND ACCOUNTS
This annual report including accounts to the year ending 15th May 2020 will be published on the ‘Publications’
page of our website (http://ness.dsfb.org.uk/good-governance/publications/) together with those for previous
years. Hard copies will also be available from the clerk of the board on request.

MEETINGS
2019 Annual Meeting of Qualified Proprietors
The 2019 annual meeting of qualified proprietors took place on the 12th December 2019. This was publicised
on the 11th November 2019 via our website, Facebook page, Twitter feed and written notice to qualified
proprietors. Notification of the meeting was also emailed to the Scottish Ministers on the same date.
Seven board members (from a total of eleven) and four non-voting attendees were present, together with two
public observers. The minutes of the meeting can be viewed on the ‘Publications’ page of our website and
were sent to Scottish ministers on the 20th April 2020. The 2019 annual report and accounts for the year
ending 15th May 2019 were approved and subsequently published on our website and submitted to Scottish
ministers on the 11th January 2020.
2020 Annual Public Meeting
An annual public meeting was held on the 16th January 2020, with the primary purpose of presenting the
agreed and finalised annual report and accounts to the wider public. This was publicised on the 16th December
2019 via our website, Facebook page, Twitter feed and written notice to qualified proprietors. Notification of
the meeting was also emailed to Scottish ministers on the same date. The notice publicising the meeting
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invited interested parties to suggest items for discussion. No requests of matters for consideration at the
meeting were received.
The public meeting was attended by 33 individuals including local anglers from across the district,
representatives from Inverness Angling Club, Beauly Angling Club, Ness Side Estate, Glenmoriston Estate,
Tomdoun Estate, University of Highlands and Islands, River Naver, River Oich and Atlantic salmon Trust.
Michael Martin (Chairman of the NDSFB) gave a brief welcome and introduction to the 2019 Annual Report
and Accounts for the year ended 15th May 2019. He thanked the sponsors Ness Castle Lodges and Galbraith,
without whom the high-quality print productions would not have been possible. Two presentations were then
given as follows:
•

“2019 - A Year in Review” (Chris Conroy – River Director, NDSFB) - Chris gave a presentation providing an
overview of the key activities carried out by the Board over the last year, together with those planned for
the forthcoming year.

•

"The Moray Firth Smolt Tracking Project" (Mark Bilsby) – Chief Executive Officer for the Atlantic Salmon
Trust) – Mark gave an eagerly anticipated update on The Moray Firth Tracking Project, the largest acoustic
tracking project for salmon in Europe.

A question and answer session followed the presentations. The minutes of the meeting can be viewed on the
‘Publications’ page of our website (http://ness.dsfb.org.uk/good-governance/publications/) and were sent to
Scottish ministers on the 20th April 2020.
Speakers at the Ness DSFB 2020 Annual Public Meeting held in Inverness on the 16th January 2020

Ordinary Board Meetings
Ordinary board meetings were advertised on the ‘News’ page of our website (http://ness.dsfb.org.uk/news/).
The COVID-19 pandemic and associated social distancing restrictions meant that the March and June 2020
meetings were cancelled. The Ness DSFB decided to hold the September 2020 meeting electronically via
‘ZOOM’, however public participation was not possible. The minutes of this meetings will be published on the
‘Publications’ page of our website once approved at the December 2020 meeting.
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2020 Annual Meeting of Qualified Proprietors
A further electronic ordinary board meeting will follow the 2020 annual meeting of qualified proprietors on
the 17th December 2020. This was publicised on the 23rd November 2020 via our website, Facebook page,
Twitter feed and written notice to qualified proprietors. Notification was sent to Scottish ministers on the
same date. Unfortunately, wider public participation will not be possible due to the current COVID-19
restrictions.
Complaints
The board has set up and maintains a complaints procedure, which can be viewed on the ‘Good Governance’
page of our website (http://ness.dsfb.org.uk/good-governance/). This procedure was first produced on the
28th August 2013 and approved at the board meeting on the 19th September 2013. It has since undergone
three iterations, with the latest version 1.3 published on the 5th December 2014. During the last 12 months the
Ness District Salmon Fishery Board has received no official complaints.
Members’ Interests
The register of members’ interests can be viewed on the ‘Good Governance’ page of our website
(http://ness.dsfb.org.uk/good-governance/). We include a standing item at each board meeting inviting board
members to declare new or amend existing interests. The latest version 4.7 of the register was published on
the 25th November 2020 and a copy sent to Scottish ministers on the same date. This will be updated at the
December 2020 meeting.
Forthcoming Meetings
The provisional dates of forthcoming board meeting are as follows. Please note that these may be subject to
change, with notification of the final dates being posted on our website and circulated to proprietors at least
21 days prior to the meeting.
•

21st January 2021 – 2021 annual public meeting

•

18th March 2021 – board meeting

•

17th June 2021 – board meeting

•

16th September 2021 – board meeting

•

16th December 2021 – 2021 annual meeting of qualified proprietors and board meeting

The Ness DSFB usually invites the public to attend all of its meetings. However, current advice from FMS states
that should a board decide to hold a routine meeting electronically, public participation would not be possible
under the current COVID-19 restrictions. All minutes from such meetings will be published as usual, with the
situation reviewed on a regular basis to enable us to returned to normal as soon as safely possible.
Legislation makes provisions for members of the public to propose matters for consideration and speak at the
annual public meeting. We are therefore investigating technical options for holding an interactive electronic
public meeting in January 2020. If this is not possible then the meeting may need to be postponed until later in
the year.
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Key Priorities for the Forthcoming Year
In addition to the delivery of its core objectives in relation to fisheries monitoring, management and
enforcement, the board proposes to progress the following key objectives over the coming year:
•

•

•

•

•

Work with our partners to help ensure:
o

The conservation and maintenance of the diversity of salmon and sea trout populations in the
Ness system and to conserve their aquatic environment;

o

The collection of accurate, adequate and up-to-date information on the status of fish stocks, their
habitats and exploitation to facilitate an evidence-based approach to fisheries management; and

o

Education of the public and any association, company, local authority, administrative, or
governmental agency or public body or representative body.

Prepare a new ‘Ness District Fisheries Management Plan (2021 – 2025)’ to facilitate the:
o

Maintenance of or improvement in the density and distribution of juvenile salmon;

o

Stabilisation or enhancement of the number of returning adult salmon and sea trout; and

o

An increase in the socio-economic value of fisheries within the Ness district.

Support the promotion and development of salmon fisheries in the Ness district, by:
o

Continuing to promote the Ness district salmon fishery via the Ness DSFB website, social media
and other platforms;

o

Working in partnership with local and national interests to develop a ‘Ness District Angling
Development Project’;

o

Exploring the potential for the funding and production of a short film to showcase angling
opportunities on the Ness system and the work of the DSFB.

Ensure the delivery of on-going and future projects aiming to maximum the escapement of wild healthy
salmon smolts from the Ness district, including:
o

Smolt passage improvements at Aberchalder and Dochgarroch on the Caledonian Canal;

o

The Upper Garry Salmon Restoration Project; and

o

The Moray Firth Smolt Tracking Project.

Efficiently and effectively manage the board, through:
o

Full compliance with all statutes including the new good governance requirements;

o

Compliance with the FMS Code of Governance for DSFBs;

o

Provision of efficient administration;

o

Ensuring sound financial control and exploring opportunities for new funding streams; and

o

Being a good employer.
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Financial Summary
CHAIRMAN’S FOREWORD
The accounts for the year ended 15th May 2020 are included in this section of the report. They show a healthy
surplus of £59,622 against a budgeted surplus of £2,700. This variance is due in large to unbudgeted ‘project’
and ‘other’ income associated with contract work (formally delivered by the NBFT), together with cessation of
quarterly contributions to the NBFT (due to a change in relationship).
The Ness DSFB has worked hard over recent years to improve its financial situation. The overall aim has been
to generate more resources for the protection and enhancement of our vulnerable and declining salmon
populations, but without increasing the financial burden on our salmon fishery proprietors.
As part of this process, we were able to successfully renegotiate our agreement with SSE. This means that the
annual SSE financial contribution to the Ness DSFB increased from £77K per annum in 2018/19 to £130K in
2019/20. This has allowed us to employ a ‘fisheries officer’ on a one-year fixed term project to assist with the
delivery of an ambitious programme of work.
Further to this, the Ness DSFB no longer makes an annual financial contribution of £30K to the NBFT. This has
allowed us to employ a ‘fisheries assistant’ (on a one-year fixed term project). The Ness DSFB is now also
responsible for delivering an ambitious annual monitoring and contract programme (e.g. electrofishing, smolt
tagging, etc formally led by two fisheries trust biologists). This means that we are delivering more work with
less human resource. The Ness DSFB has benefited from income generated from contract income, with £30K
unbudgeted contract work in 2019/20 (which would have previously benefited the NBFT).
Over the last year we have taken advantage of a number of externally funded partnership projects to deliver
our own objectives. The financial benefit of these projects in terms of salmon conservation is not captured in
our annual accounts. Examples include the following (figures giving an estimate of the cost of the Ness DSFB
delivering the project alone):
•
•
•

SSE Screens Project on the River Garry (approximately £150K) – no cost to Ness DSFB
Atlantic Salmon Moray Firth Smolt Tracking Project (approximately £445K) – no cost to Ness DSFB
Adult Salmon Tracking Project (approximately £116K) – £400 cost to Ness DSFB

We have taken every opportunity to maximise the value for money that that the fishery assessment provides
to our proprietors. These projects, together with contract work and SSE contributions have meant that in the
last financial year the Ness DSFB was able to translate an annual fishery assessment income of £103K into
around £877K of work on the ground.
The current COVID-19 lockdown has had a significant economic impact on salmon fisheries in the Ness district
fishery. To limit this burden and minimise the long-term impact on Ness DSFB operations, we have reviewed
our latest budget and applied a significant one off 50% reduction to the 2020/21 fisheries assessment
(equating to a £50K reduction in income). We hope that this will help to ease the burden on proprietors whilst
allowing us to continue to do all we can to understand where and why our salmon are 'disappearing' and work
within the existing legal framework to reverse that trend.

Michael Martin
Chairman
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