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Chairman’s Foreword 
 
2007 was a very frustrating year for the Trust. The weather as most will know was diabolical for all 
except those with fishing rods. Continuous high water during our sampling season of July—Aug—Sept  
prevented a great deal of our sampling program. 
 
Also during the same period the Trusts involvement with the Tripartite Working Group also caused 
unexpected problems. The Trust employed Ailsa as a part time biologist and a Rural Development 
Officer for the TWG. She was to be available to do Trust work during the sampling period, but in many 
cases she was required by the TWG to carry out TWG work. This coupled with the weather made the 
situation far worse. 
 
Looking forward to 2008 and the future, the working structure of the Trust has been overhauled. Shona 
remains as the Trust’s senior biologist, Ailsa has become a full time RDO for the TWG and is fully 
funded through the Trust by the Scottish Government. The Trust has also appointed a full time assistant 
biologist. 
 
So subject to weather the Trust is again able to carry out its complete sampling program. I would like to 
take this opportunity to welcome Christopher Daphne who will be starting as the assistant biologist in 
the next week or two. 
 
Despite the disorganisation created last year by the involvement with the TWG, I am certain that the 
appointment of Ailsa as a full time RDO will solve those problems. I also believe that the involvement 
of the Trust with the TWG is important. It gives the Trust a framework to work with salmon fish 
farmers as well as riparian owners. Ailsa will be working with fish farmers, riparian owners, Scottish 
Government and the Trust. Communications and a good working relationship are an essential part of 
the process. 
 
As to the future we are already planning for this summer season, sea trout post smolt sampling has 
already taken place 5 times which is about the same as the total for the whole of last year. Then we 
hope to restart our bait fish surveying after a complete wash or rather blow out last year. We think that 
this project will be of great interest as not only might it give us an insight into growth and survival rates 
of sea trout and salmon in coastal areas but might also explain the fluctuations and crashes in seabird 
populations. 
 
So let us hope the weather is more clement for the Trust work in 2008. 
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Introduction 
 
The West Sutherland Fisheries Trust continues to work towards the restoration of salmon and sea 
trout populations. Now in its eleventh year, the information database for the Trust area continues to 
grow and provide useful data for owners and managers. The Trust has developed strong links with a 
variety of organisations and individuals throughout Scotland, and looks forward to cementing these 
links in the coming years. These links enable the Trust to move towards the integration of management 
within the Trust area. 
 
Within the Trust area the WSFT is looking forward to developing projects and practical management 
tools with a variety of local organisations, including Angling Clubs, the Highland Council Ranger 
Service, the schools system and the Local Biodiversity Action Plan Group. These collaborative projects 
not only assist the Trust with its work but also extend its interests into other species and further 
integrate it into the local communities. It is to be hoped that the Trust will continue to be seen as a 
valuable resource within the community – both to managers and the general public – providing helpful 
advice and educational opportunities that can be called upon at any point. 
 
There has been a bit of a revamp of the Trust recently, with a new Website (www.wsft.co.uk) and e-
mail address (wsft@btconnect.com) following our move to Broadband. It is hoped that the Website will 
prove a useful means of disseminating information about and from the Trust, with regular updates on 
our activities and reports. In addition, Ailsa has now become a full time Regional Development Officer, 
shared with Wester Ross Fisheries Trust, and we are therefore seeking a full time assistant biologist. 
This is an exciting time for the Trust, and it is to be hoped that the moves will help to enhance 
conservation within the area. 
 
Nationally, 2007 saw the appearance of ‘red vent syndrome’ in the area. With a high proportion of fish 
displaying the symptoms of a red, swollen and on occasion bleeding vent. Most of these fish were 
otherwise in good condition. This phenomenon was found throughout Scotland, and was the subject of 
much work by FRS. While no nearer to providing a definitive cause of the disease, large numbers of 
Anasakid parasites were found in conjunction with the vent and are believed to be a potential cause. 
The fish are suitable for eating, but should be fully cooked or frozen in order to kill the parasite and 
stop it being passed to humans. The Trust assisted with the dissemination of information to anglers and 
proprietors, and gave advice on the fish where requested. 
 
The Trust would also like to take this opportunity to thank the many individuals who have given time 
and effort to assist with the work programme. Without these committed individuals we would not have 
the range of information and data currently existing and would therefore not be in the present position 
of offering advice and guidance to the many owners and managers within the area. 

Partnerships 
The Trust continues to maintain a close relationship with partner organisations in the Rivers & 
Fisheries Trusts of Scotland (RAFTS) and the Scottish Fisheries Co-ordination Centre (SFCC), 
and nationally with organisations such as the Fisheries Research Services (FRS), Tripartite Working 
Group (TWG) and the Atlantic Salmon Trust (AST). This allows the Trust to access a vast wealth of 
expertise and information, as well as enabling the targeting of research to better further our aims. In this 
way the Trust can provide the best possible advice to its members and proprietors, while also ensuring 
that its work addresses the greater issues. 
 
Working with these organisations has enabled a co-ordinated look at the issues affecting fish 
populations and the development of projects to address some of the key issues. In this way the WSFT is 
involved in a widespread assessment of the salmonid populations and can undertake detailed research 
that would otherwise be outwith its resources. Projects currently being undertaken include a genetic 
survey of the potential impact of escaped farmed smolts on a small system (TWG), the provision of 
information leading to the development of fisheries management plans (RAFTS) and an assessment of 
elver fisheries within the area (Local Biodiversity Action Group).  
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With regards to Habitat improvements, the Trust is involved in the provision of help and advice to river 
owners and managers. In addition, through RAFTS, we have access to the experience and expertise of a 
part-time ‘Restoration Officer’, John Webb. Funded by Scottish Natural Heritage, Atlantic Salmon 
Trust and Fisheries Research Services as part of the TWG process, John provides advice and assistance 
on many aspects of salmonid management and monitoring, as well as assisting in the establishment of 
various training courses. Accessible through the biologists, John is a great asset in the management of 
salmonids and the development of restoration projects. 
 

The Future 
The WSFT will continue with its current work, maintaining and developing the many datasets and using 
the data to inform management decisions. Its strategy is to enlarge the research programme and enhance 
the many links with individuals and organisations. In order to do this, it is reliant on the generosity, both 
in terms of time and financial aid, of its many supporters, enabling the Trust to move forward with the 
development of management policies within the area. 
 
In the coming years the Trust will continue to place increasing emphasis on habitat enhancement and 
fisheries management. This work has already started with the River Management Plans, and will 
continue through the provision of more practical advice. Again, all the projects undertaken both now 
and in the past will assist with this aim.  
 
The Trust will continue to assist community groups with practical fisheries management and advice. It 
is likely that much of this will relate to stocking, but it is also hoped that management options for lochs 
can also be explored. To this end we are currently working with the Assynt Foundation to assist with 
the management of Loch Druim Suirdalain. The Trust would also like to further develop the educational 
aspects of our remit through talks, demonstrations and small “hands on” projects. As in previous years 
this is likely to involve the Ranger Service to a large extent, although it is also hoped to develop small 
projects within the schools. 
 
The WSFT will continue to investigate the marine environment through the use of the netting of post 
smolts within estuaries and the examination of the marine benthos, or animals living on the seabed. This 
will provide information on the smolt runs, usage of estuaries by sea trout, growth rates, marine 
mortalities and feeding potential. In addition to this, the Trust is hoping to develop projects, in 
conjunction with universities and the Fisheries Research Service, to examine sea lice distribution within 
the estuaries at the planktonic stage, trout usage of estuaries through tracking studies and to look more 
closely at some of the genetic aspects of salmon and sea trout within the area. The latter includes an 
assessment of the potential long term impact of fish farm escapes within the genetics of salmon 
populations in different rivers. 
 
The Trust also hopes to further develop a project into the eel populations within the area, looking 
towards the production of eel management plans. This will be part of a Scotland-wide project, in 
conjunction with other RAFTS members including the Clyde Foundation and the Lochaber Fisheries 
Trust. Within this area, it will also build on the information collected by Dr May on the elver fisheries, 
historic and present.  
 
The emphasis will continue to be the wellbeing of native wild fish in the West Sutherland area and the 
Trust will represent them where required and defend their interests where it is felt that these are being 
ignored. The WSFT and its representatives feel that all populations are important, irrespective of size, 
and that their protection and enhancement are vital to the survival of these magnificent species. 
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Summary 
This section draws together the work outlined in the following pages of this report and places it in 
context with salmonid population dynamics and conservation.  While many of the projects appear to 
operate in isolation, the results from each section are required when devising management plans for the 
area. In addition, each project adds important information to our understanding of the fish populations 
within the Sutherland area and the many factors affecting them. 

Juvenile surveys (p. 9) 
Monitoring of the rivers was continued, although a wet season meant that many of the systems could not 
be completed. All of the sites surveyed were a repeat of those sampled previously. The use of repeat 
surveys gives an indication of trends in the population structure over time and allows an assessment of 
changes in management practice. The data indicate that the populations, while variable, are relatively 
stable. This would suggest that, while catches are reduced, the populations are healthy, if small, and 
there is still the potential for recovery through habitat improvements and fisheries management. It was 
also encouraging to see salmon fry in the Achriesgill catchment upstream of the old dam, indicating that 
salmon are still able to access the upper reaches.  

Sea trout and sea lice (p. 12) 
Monthly sweep netting in Laxford Bay and the Polla estuary has provided information on the usage of 
the area by sea trout.  The individual tagging of the trout with subsequent requests for anglers to 
provide information on recaptures, has provided limited but valuable information on the growth rates 
and migration of the fish.  From this, it would appear that the majority of sea trout remain in the vicinity 
of their natal river although a small number will undertake extensive migrations and enter other 
systems.  
 
As well as data on growth rates and migrations, the Trust also collects information on the lice burdens 
and presence of predator or net marks.  The results continue to be of interest, with variable lice 
abundance during the year, a pattern that did not appear to mimic the lice burdens on the farm.  

Returning adults – numbers and population structure (p. 7) 
During 2006, the official Scottish Executive (SE) statistics showed a decrease in both salmon and sea 
trout catches compared to 2005.  Despite the decline from 2005, salmon catches were at their highest 
since 1970, and it is to be hoped that this is the start of a recovery in the populations. Sea trout catches 
were, however, low compared to previous years. For this reason, the decline in the level of catch and 
release within the area for both species is of concern.  2007 catches are not yet available, although 
preliminary results indicate that salmon catches were good, while sea trout catches were poor compared 
to previous years.   
 
The population structure was determined from scale reading.  Few scales were provided by anglers this 
year, the result of changes in the catch and release policies within some rivers, but the general pattern 
indicates that most fish within the area spend 2 years in freshwater prior to smolting.  Scales provide 
information on the age and growth of fish, enabling historical information on missing year classes or 
slow growth to be determined.  In addition, it is believed that salmon and, to a lesser extent, trout return 
to their natal tributaries to spawn.  These tributaries will provide different conditions which may be 
manifested by changes in their smolting age.  Thus, by reading the scales from returning adults and 
using information gained from the juvenile surveys, a more detailed analysis of the population may be 
possible. 

Habitat and stock restoration 
While not included in the Annual Review, the Trust continues to give advice and assistance on the 
issues of habitat and stock restoration. This involves going out with the managers to determine suitable 
habitat improvements within the catchments and giving advice on proposed engineering structures. On 
the stocking front we assist with broodstock capture and stripping. As well as providing advice on 
suitable locations and quantities as required. All of this assistance is aimed at providing a sustainable 
increase in salmon and trout populations. 
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Catches within the West Sutherland area 
While catch statistics are generally used to determine the trends in salmonid populations, it must be 
recognised that there are a number of potential inaccuracies and inconsistencies inherent within this 
method. These include the following: 
·  The numbers of fish noted within the tables relate only to those fish recorded within the books. If 

anglers fail to report all or part of their catch then the figures will be an under-estimate of the total. 
Similarly, illegally caught fish are missed from the records. 

·  Angling effort varies between years and is not recorded. If there is a change in effort, either 
number of anglers, experience or time spent fishing, then this will be reflected in changes in the 
catch statistics.  

·  Weather and river conditions affect the number of fish within the systems and their catchability. 
Thus a low catch in a dry year may not reflect a poor adult run, simply the timing of the run and 
the ability of the angler to catch fish.  

 
This leads to the view that the relationship between catches and stocks is complex. Catch records do not 
reflect the number or quality of fish in the system, but rather the anglers ability to catch them under the 
conditions experienced at that time. Catch figures are therefore most valuable when it comes to 
expressing long-term trends. 

2006 
The official catch statistics for salmon and sea trout in Scotland have been published (Fisheries Series 
No. Fis/2007/1) and are summarised below for the West Sutherland area (Table 1). These statistics are 
frequently used to indicate long term trends in populations, by region. By extracting the data relevant to 
the WSFT area, we can gain a greater understanding of the situation, as represented within this area. 
The areas used by the Scottish Executive, and therefore within this report, are an amalgamation of 
several rivers, by the old District Salmon Fisheries Boards (Fig. 1). This is due to the confidential 
nature of the information and the requirement of the Scottish Executive to mask the catches from 
individual systems. 
 
Table 1 The number of wild fish caught by rod and line, by Fishery Board  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
While salmon catches within the area showed a decline since 
2005, catches are still greater than the 5 year average, and 
greater than those seen since 1969. This puts the observed 
decline in perspective, and demonstrates the importance of 
looking at trend data rather than single years. 
 
However, it is disappointing to see that the proportion of 
salmon being released within the area continues to decline, 
now being less than 50% in both areas. While salmon catches 
are higher than in previous years, this cannot yet be viewed as 
a complete recovery and as such it is important that the anglers 
continue to help in the recovery through positive action and 
the release of a larger number of fish. As previously, anglers 
within the Hope – Grudie area continue to release a greater 
proportion of their salmon, although the difference is small. 
 
Sea trout catches were significantly lower than those in 2005, 

with the greatest decline recorded in the Inchard – Kirkaig area compared to the northern Hope - 

Fishery 
Board 

 Salmon & 
Grilse 

Sea Trout 

Hope & 
Grudie 

2006 
(2005) 

5 yr. ave. 

371 
 (558) 
357.8 

536 
(965) 

1064.4 
Inchard – 
Kirkaig 

2006 
(2005) 

5 yr. ave. 

1278 
(2178) 
910.6 

385 
(1190) 

658 
 

 

Fig. 1 Map showing the location of the 
WSFT area and the 2 areas described in 
the table (yellow = Hope & Grudie; blue 

= Inchard – Kirkaig) 
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Grudie. As with the salmon, it is disappointing to see that the proportion of sea trout released 
throughout the area has declined, and it is to be hoped that this pattern is reversed in future. 
 
An analysis of the trend in fish catches for the WSFT area since 1952 (Fig. 2) indicates that the sea 
trout catches have been slowly increasing since the 1970’s, if still low compared to the 1950’s and 60’s. 
There was, however, an extended dip in catches in the late 80’s/early 90’s. The natural fluctuations of 
the population, as reflected by catches, are demonstrated and show why a single bad year is not 
necessarily cause for concern, in the same way that a single good year does not reflect a boom. By 
contrast, salmon populations have continued to decline slightly over this period. While annual 
fluctuations in salmon catches are marked, sea trout show a greater level of fluctuation in catches 
(Fig. 2). 

0
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N
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h

Salmon & Grilse

Sea Trout

 
Fig. 2 Rod and line catches within the West Sutherland area, 1952 – 2006 

2007 
Catch data for the 2007 season are being compiled and will be produced by the Scottish Executive in 
2008. However, some information is available from anglers logs and fishing books. Sea trout catches 
appear to have been poor during 2007, with some exceptions, while salmon catches in contrast have 
been reported as good. However, it was noted that during 2007 the salmon runs were late, few fish 
being taken before August before appearing in numbers. 2007 also saw the occurrence of ‘red vent 
syndrome’ in salmon, with large numbers of fish displaying these symptoms throughout the area. 

Conclusions 
The graph indicates the variability in salmon runs throughout the West Sutherland area, with a 
continued decline since the 1970’s observed although there has been an increase over the past few 
years. Sea trout, in contrast, continue to show a positive trend in catches over this period, although 
sharp declines in numbers can be seen. The decrease in the numbers of fish of both species released 
within the area is disappointing and there is a need for a change in management practices, with a 
decrease in bag limits or the implementation of catch and release policies throughout the area called for. 
These magnificent fish give great pleasure to many and should be given respect and protection in their 
native waters. 
 
All information on the fish populations within lochs and rivers is important when undertaking fisheries 
management. Any further information that can be provided will be gratefully received, particularly on 
the brown trout lochs within the area. 
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A survey of juvenile abundance 
Electrofishing surveys are designed to assess the juvenile populations within a system. The equipment 
operates by creating an electrical field within the water that at first attracts and subsequently stuns them 
for a brief period, at which point the fish can be netted out and examined under anaesthetic. The Trust 
has a rolling programme of surveys, with most sites visited every 2 years, while a small number may be 
sampled annually. When possible all sites are revisited, although some may not be accessed due to time 
and flow constraints, while others may be added. In 2007 all sites were repeat surveys, although a wet 
summer meant that many of the sites could not be surveyed.  
 
The average densities of fish within each catchment are summarised (Table 2). This allows a 
comparison between the catchments, although it should be noted that the temporal changes in density, 
occasioned by sampling at different times of the year, and habitat differences between catchments are 
not considered in this table. The timing of sampling is important, with fish moving within the tributaries 
as a result of water height and temperature, food availability and size. Thus, sampling after a spate may 
give a low density as a result of washout, while drought may decrease density as fish move into deeper 
water to avoid predation or desiccation, or may increase density as a result of concentration in severe 
cases. Similarly, densities will be greater shortly after hatching, reducing with time as the fish grow and 
require a larger territory for survival. 
 
Table 2 The average densities of salmon and trout per 100 m2 within each catchment surveyed 
 Density (100 m2) 
Catchment Salmon fry Salmon parr Trout fry Trout parr 
Loch Innis na Ba Buidhe 0.00 1.64 47.85 1.64 
Achriesgill 0.63 5.49 2.46 2.88 
Rhiconich 8.26 3.23 1.84 0.62 
Loch na Thull 14.81 24.37 17.25 0.98 
Laxford 8.73 7.29 12.54 1.35 
Loch nam Brac 0.00 0.00 28.55 11.89 
Bhadaidh Daraich 0.00 0.00 19.06 8.58 
 
The West Sutherland area would appear to be predominantly a trout area, although salmon occur in 
many of the systems examined (Fig 3).  Eels are also common throughout the area, occurring in all of 
the systems examined.  Minnow, in contrast, occurred with varying distributions in 3 out of the 7 
systems, while 3 spined stickleback were not found during this survey. 

Discussion 
The results from this survey indicate that salmon and trout populations are dispersed throughout the 
area. Only rivers with restricted access to the sea did not support a salmon population, however small. 
These systems supported healthy trout populations. Only in Loch Innis na Ba Buidhe were missing year 
classes observed, with fry absent from the sampling. This may reflect the habitat at the survey sites, but 
is more likely to be an indication of the fragile nature of the salmon population, where salmon require 
particular conditions to enter the system, and the disturbance of the main salmon spawning tributary by 
spate flows. All other systems had a range of age classes, with populations appeared to be healthy, if 
small. 
 
When compared to the previous surveys within these systems, the fish densities did not show any 
discernible pattern, increasing in some systems while decreasing in others. Stocking does not form a 
major part in the management of systems monitored in 2007, with the exception of the Laxford. Here, 
the system is stocked with salmon, the monitoring of this being the undertaken by surveys in Lone B – 
Lone D. Other factors that may affect the results, compared to previous years, include water flow and 
temperature, with a wet summer affecting sampling efficiency and the ability to reach and survey many 
of the original sites. 
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Monitoring of sea trout post-smolts 

Introduction 
Started in 1997, this project was originally designed to give an indication of the migrations and growth 
of sea trout within the area. The individual tagging of fish, combined with the measurements taken at 
capture, gave a baseline from which to assess these parameters following re-capture by nets or rod and 
line. In addition to these data, the numbers of sea lice were also assessed. This has now progressed, 
such that sea lice counts are the most important part of the project, with the tagging of fish giving 
additional information. 

Materials & Methods 
Two estuaries, Laxford Bay and the Polla estuary, were sampled monthly from April to July. A total of 
207 fish were individually measured and scale samples taken, of which 164 were tagged using a visible 
implant tag behind the eye.  The fish were also examined for the presence of sea lice, which were 
counted and staged. 

Results and Discussion 
The fish caught were of varied age and length, reflecting a mixed population structure. The age 
structure in the two estuaries was similar, with a predominant smolt age in all rivers of 2 years (S2), 
although there was a number of S3’s also present. The length of fish in each estuary was similar 
although there was a greater proportion of larger fish in the Polla. In particular, through the presence of 
a 75 cm fish within the Polla.  
 
The presence of post-smolts throughout the year in the Laxford indicates a heavy usage of this estuary 
by this group, presumably for feeding and shelter, normally this can also be seen in the Polla estuary 
(WSFT 2006), although this was not observed in 2007, where a lack of post-smolts was observed.  That 
the sea trout populations are relatively static can be inferred from the information on recaptures, where 
tagged fish have been predominately recaptured in the same location as originally tagged. 
 
There were 17 recaptures during 2007, all within the estuary netting. The growth of recaptured trout is 
shown in Table 3a, for the Polla estuary, and Table 3b, for Laxford Bay.  Fish K56 has been recaptured 
in the Polla for the second time in 2007.  When recaptured in 2006 it had put on 120mm and 400g from 
the time it was taggedwhilst between 2006 and 2007 it had gained 151 mm and 494 g. 
 
The average growth, per month, is 5.8 mm, and 8.05 g within the Laxford which is much smaller 
growth rate than that of 2006 (WSFT 2006), and 6.90 mm and 23.39 g in the Polla which shows that 
length is  down on last year, but weight has gone up slightly. This demonstrates a difference between 
the 2 populations, with Polla fish on this occasion showing a greater growth than those in the Laxford, 
this is the opposite of what was observed last year (WSFT 2006). While based on a small sample size, 
this indicates that a greater variability in growth rates exists within a system, and suggests that growth 
may not be the only factor influencing the variations reported in catches. 
 
The majority of fish were recaptured in the area of tagging, demonstrating that most sea trout remain 
within a small area.  However, there were a proportion of the recaptures that had moved within the area 
– particularly J19. As in previous years, more than one of the fish was recaptured more than one year 
after initial tagging. This gives yet more information on sustained growth rates and demonstrates the 
potential effectiveness of the tagging programme. 
 
Figure 4 shows that the growth rate in both estuaries had fallen since 2006 but was at a similar level for 
the Laxford and the Polla in 2007.  In both estuaries there is a trend of a high year for growth rate 
following a low year, this is especially obvious in the Laxford.  The years with lower growth rates in the 
Laxford tend to be the years with a higher growth rates in the Polla and visa versa. This demonstrates 
the complexity of trout population dynamics and the interactions with external factors, such as food 
supply and temperature. 
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Table 3a The lengths and weights of recaptured trout within the Polla estuary 
Tag number  Tagged Recaptured Differences 
  Date 28.3.05 16.4.07 25 mths 
J01 Length (mm) 266 391 125 
 Weight (g) 188 612 424 
 Date 23.5.05 16.4.07 23 mths 
*J19 Length (mm) 180 424 244 
 Weight (g) 57 688 631 
 Date 19.8.05 16.4.07 20 mths 
K56 Length (mm) 267 418 151 
 Weight (g) 236 730 494 
 Date 25.5.06 16.4.07 11 mths 
L97 Length (mm) 230 336 106 
 Weight (g) 139 338 199 
 Date 16.4.07 16.5.07 1 mth 
O50 Length (mm) 338 350 12 
 Weight (g) 340 406 66 
 Date 23.8.06 16.5.07 9 mths 
P09 Length (mm) 264 338 74 
 Weight (g) 200 444 244 
 Date 3.8.04 16.5.07 33 mths 
I71 Length (mm) 214 431 217 
 Weight (g) 112 796 684 
 Date 16.6.03 16.5.07 47 
X74 Length (mm) 252 412 160 
 Weight (g) 185 993 808 
 Date 16.4.07 13.6.07 2 mths 
O52 Length (mm) 296 355 59 
 Weight (g) 267 573 306 
 Date 23.8.06 13.6.07 10 mths 
P09 Length (mm) 264 365 101 
 Weight (g) 200 577 377 
*Tagged in Laxford Bay 
 
Table 3b The lengths and weights of recaptured trout within Laxford Bay 
Tag 
number 

 Tagged Recaptured Differences 

 Date 23.5.05 18.4.07 23 mths 
J28 Length (mm) 161 290 129 
 Weight (g) 46 210 164 
 Date 27.6.06 17.5.07 11 mths 
R32 Length (mm) 196 278 82 
 Weight (g) 88 200 112 
 Date 25.8.06 17.5.07 9 mths 
P27 Length (mm) 246 283 37 
 Weight (g) 152 228 76 
 Date 25.8.06 17.5.07 9 mths 
P86 Length (mm) 252 261 9 
 Weight (g) 163 169 6 
 Date 23.5.05 17.5.07 24 mths 
J64 Length (mm) 169 295 126 
 Weight (g) 50 220 170 
 Date 18.4.07 14.6.07 2 mths 
O95 Length (mm) 178 203 25 
 Weight (g) 70 98 28 
 Date 17.5.07 17.7.07 2 mths 
N32 Length (mm) 179 236 57 
 Weight (g) 53 141 88 
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Fig. 4 Showing the average SGR for fish within the Laxford and Polla estuaries, by year 

Sea Lice Infestations 
Sea lice were present to a variable degree throughout the year in both estuaries, although more 
prevalent within the Polla. No lice were found in the Laxford in April, and only very low numbers were 
found in the Polla.  Chalimus stages dominated the Laxford samples every month, with gravid females 
only appearing in small numbers in July.  Lice numbers were generally low in both estuaries, being 
lowest in the Laxford, with June being the month where most lice were found in both estuaries. In 
contrast, no chalimus were observed in the Polla, while mobile stages were present throughout the year.  

Laxford 
The pattern of lice abundance within the Laxford samples is similar to that in previous years, 
rising through the year, before dropping again (Marshall 2003; WSFT 2006). The low 
median values would indicate that the abundance recorded refer to a few more heavily 
infested fish rather than a heavily infested population. Lice numbers on neighbouring cages 
were low and no correlation can be seen between them and those found on wild fish. 

Polla 
The abundance of lice indicates a generally increasing lice population within the estuary over 
the three months that samples were taken. Mobile stages dominated the catches in all months, 
with this also being seen in 2006 (WSFT 2006), gravid lice were only are present in very 
small numbers in April, absent in May, then present again in June. Lice numbers on 
neighbouring cages were very low and no correlation can be seen between them and those 
found on wild fish. 
 
Lice abundance, and intensity in both estuaries is much lower than it was in 2006, though extremely 
high densities of were recorded on other sites on the West coast of Scotland (pers. comm. WIFT, AFT, 
FRS Shieldaig). 

References 
Marshall, S. (2003). Incidence of sea lice infestations on wild sea trout compared to farmed salmon. 
Bull. Eur. Ass. Fish Pathol. 23(2):  72 – 79. 
 
WSFT (2006). Monitoring of sea trout post-smolts, 2005. Unpubl. Report to the West Sutherland 
Fisheries Trust, Report No. WSFT2/06. 
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Hauling the net in (A. Graham-Stewart) 

Emptying the net  (A. Graham-Stewart) 

A 9 lb+ sea trout (A. Marsham) 

Recovery  (A. Graham-Stewart) 
Checking the fish (A. Marsham) 
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Education 
Education forms a large part of our remit and the WSFT are particularly keen to get involved with 
schools and colleges within the area, as well as giving talks and demonstration to adult groups. It is 
considered to be an important link between the Trust, the general public, nature groups and the local 
community. It is a medium whereby scientific research data can be available to those interested in it. 
During 2007 this was, unfortunately, restricted to a talk on the ‘baitfish’ project at the RAFTS 
conference and the Ghillies Seminar. 
 
Ghillies Seminar 
This annual event provides a forum for the Ghillies within the area, giving them an opportunity to meet 
and discuss what’s happening in their rivers as well as question some experts in the fields of fisheries 
management and salmonid biology. A platform for those working in the field to discuss issues that 
affects them directly, it is also a two-way process not only moving information to the workers, but also 
taking suggestions and ideas to the scientists and policy makers. 
 
This year’s seminar concentrated predominantly on predation, as requested in 2006. Speakers from the 
RSPB, FRS and the Moray Firth Seal management plan provided information on the bird and seal 
populations, their level of predation, impacts on fish stocks and potential management. While this 
created some debate, it proved to be an informative discussion. Details were also given of the project 
currently being undertaken within Reay Forest to determine the benefits of stocking to the number of 
returning salmon. Using genetics, it is hoped to be able to identify the number stocked fry returning to 
the rod as adults, and therefore the effectiveness of the stocking process.  
 
There was keen participation and a genuine desire to address issues particular to this area, with 
feedback forms enabling future events to be tailored specifically to the audience. The meeting was well 
attended and received, notes of which can be found on the Trust website. 
 
RAFTS Conference talk 
WSFT were asked to give a talk to the Conference on the trawling project undertaken in 2005/06 in 
Lochs Laxford and Eriboll. By concentrating on the different species observed and the differences 
between the two sea lochs, the importance of the project was noted and different suggestions given for 
its improvement. These will be addressed and added to the project in future. 
 
 
It is planned to give more talks and demonstrations in 2008. We plan to assist with the Guided Walks 
provided by the HC Ranger Service, as well as undertaking a school project with the Primary 7’s within 
the area. For further information, or to arrange a meeting or demonstration for your group, please 
contact the Biologist. 

 

 

 

What’s in the net?  M. McFadden 

Brown shrimp – a tasty feast!  S. Marshall 
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Joint Projects 
The WSFT are involved in a number of joint projects, either with other west coast trusts or as a 
Scotland-wide initiative. By working together, a more co-ordinated work programme can be developed 
on issues where the collecting of significant amounts of data would be beyond the resources of any 
individual Trust. It should, therefore, be possible to gain large amounts of data on relevant factors over 
a shorter time scale. During 2007 we were involved in the following projects and issues. 

The Tripartite Working Group 
In June 1999 the Scottish Executive (SE) convened the Tripartite Working Group. Chaired by the SE, 
with representatives from wild and farmed interests, it aims to promote healthy wild fish populations 
and a sustainable salmon farming industry. The specific terms of reference for the Working Group are: 
 

‘ to develop and promote the implementation of measures for the restoration and 
maintenance of healthy stocks of wild and farmed fish, and of measures for the 
regeneration of wild salmon and sea trout stocks’ 

 
Within the west Sutherland area, the Laxford (signed 2000) and Eriboll (signed 2003) Area 
Management Agreements (AMAs) continue to provide important interactions between the wild and 
farmed fish interests, and have enabled the Trust to develop additional projects within the area. It is 
hoped that other Area Management Agreements can be drawn up within the area as these are seen as a 
useful tool in maintaining local interactions and provide additional information on the impacts or 
otherwise of sea lice on wild fish.  
 
Currently the Eriboll AMA has been suspended due to changes in fish farm management during 2007. 
Loch Duart Ltd (LDL) leased the sites in Loch Eriboll from Lighthouse Caledonian (LC) (formerly Pan 
Fish) in 2007, with whom the Agreement was signed. Future management of the site is currently 
unknown, but it is hoped that the AMA can resume, or be re-negotiated, at the end of this production 
cycle. Lice sampling, data provision, and project work are progressing as normal thanks to the Trusts 
good working relationship with LDL.  
 
During 2007, the TWG provided funding for a number of projects, including the sea lice monitoring in 
Laxford and Eriboll (see page 12) and a genetic study of the salmon population in Loch na Thull. 
During the estuary netting, we took the opportunity to undertake a genetic assessment of the 2 
populations, also funded by the TWG. We are still awaiting the results from these analyses at the 
present moment. 
 
The genetic study into the salmon population of Loch na Thull was undertaken to assess the potential 
impact of fish farm escapes. The recipient of several salmon escapes from the smolt cages within the 
loch since 1998, it is reasonable to assume that the population has been affected by this ‘immigration’. 
A large number of salmon were reported in the loch in 2005, a situation not normally observed. It was 
therefore decided to analyse the juvenile population in order to determine the level of inter-breeding, 
with future monitoring used to assess changes to the population. 
 
At the end of 2007 the Trust submitted a bid for the next three years funding from the TWG, which 
would enable us to carry on with a number of projects, and hopefully start some new ones. The bid has 
been successful, although as yet we have not been given details on any additional project funding. 
Currently the employment of the RDO and the continuation of the sweep netting within the Laxford, 
Dionard and Polla have been confirmed. 

Provision of Fisheries Data 
Funded by Fisheries Research Services, this work is being undertaken throughout Scotland by Trusts, 
Foundations and Boards. Started in 2006, the contract ran until March 2008 and aimed to gather the 
information necessary to produce a ‘National Fisheries Management Plan’. A vast amount of 
information was required within this contract, enabling the development of a fisheries management plan 
for the area, and identifying weakness within current surveys and survey techniques. This work will 
help improve the management of fish populations throughout Scotland and identify resource 
requirements, both practical and intellectual. 
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It is to be hoped that this will provide a more focussed set of priorities within the Trust area and more 
widely in FRS to develop techniques and management options to further the aims of the Trust. In the 
short-term however, the Trust has identified gaps in knowledge which we can address and has 
prioritised fisheries management within the area. These will, it is hoped, be addressed in the coming 
years, following discussions with the District Salmon Fishery Board, proprietors and other interested 
parties. 
 
 

Checking for lice on a fish farm          M. McFadden 
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Assessment of Elver Fishing within West Sutherland 
WSFT were asked to undertake an assessment of the elver fisheries in Sutherland by the Local 
Biodiversity Action Group. While not having the time to undertake the project ourselves, we brought in 
Dr Duncan May to complete the project on our behalf. The aim of the project was to determine the 
status of elver fisheries within the area, historic and current, in light of the declining populations 
throughout Europe. Funding was provided, through the Highland Biodiversity Partnership, by the 
Heritage Lottery Fund, Highland Council, Scottish Natural Heritage, Highlands & Islands Enterprise 
and RSPB Scotland. 
 
Duncan proceeded to produce questionnaires for river owners, ghillies and elver fishers asking for 
information about eels in their rivers, their opinions on the status of the eel populations and its changing 
status over time. From the replies, and an assessment of the situation in other parts of the world, the 
following recommendations were produced. 

What action needs to be taken locally? 

Though the responsibility for action regarding eels lies with FRS, SNH and SEPA, there is a role for 
Biodiversity groups to support research and monitoring, lobby for more information and raising 
awareness of eels. Such actions will help the development of the EMP by FRS for implementation in 
Scotland in 2009. The following recommendations to should be supported:  
 

1. Government bodies responsible for action should be encouraged to establish a sampling 
strategy in key ecologically sensitive areas NW Scotland based on EC sampling 
recommendations (European Council Regulation 1543/2000 and European Commission 
Regulations 1639/2001, 1581/2004). 
 

2. Guidance should be given by FRS to Fisheries Trusts on eel sampling and if non-government 
eel data is to be used a formalised system of data sharing needs to be established.  
 

3. The network of Fisheries Trusts in Scotland should be encouraged and supported to coordinate 
the collection of eel specific data and join European eel projects such as INDICANG 
(www.ifremer.fr/indicang) or FP6-project SLIME. 
 

4. Government bodies should be lobbied to research the biodiversity value of eels in the 
Highlands. 
 

5. Government bodies should be lobbied to research the genetic value of eels in NW Scotland. 
 

6. Government bodies should be lobbied to research the effects and solution to Hydro-electric 
dams and parasites. 
 

7. New hydro-electric schemes on main water course should be encouraged to include the impact 
on eel migration in both directions in environmental impact assessments.  
 

8. SEPA should be encouraged to use eels as indicators under the Water Framework Directive, as 
bio-indicators, indications of water way connectivity or health of waterways. 
 

9. Lobby the government and oil industries to ban the use of brominated fire retardants and use 
of non-brominated (often halogen-free) alternatives (brominated flame retardant clothing lasts 
approximately 3 washes before the retardant leaches out)  

 
10. EMP should not encourage any form of eel fishing until 40% spawner escapement can be 

clearly proven.  
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INCOME AND EXPENDITURE ACCOUNT   
for the period 1.4.076 to 31.3.08 
 
INCOME  £ 
District Fishery Board  15633 
Fish Farms  6000 
Trust Donations  7900 
Grants   67556 
General Donations  1370 
Membership  725 
Other   15580 
   
  114764 

 
LESS: EXPENDITURE 
Wages, Salaries, Pension & PAYE  51932 
Plant running costs  3669 
Consumables  3810 
Insurance   1166 
Telephone  1094 
Professional fees  4472 
Miscellaneous expenses  4566 
   
  70709 
   
SURPLUS/DEFICT OF INCOME OVER 
 EXPENDITURE 

 44055 

 
 


