	[image: image1.jpg]1/(7 n//vwﬂf
¢ * N2
BIODIVERSITY

THE VARIETY OF LIFE




	WEST SUTHERLAND FISHERIES TRUST
	
	TRUSTEES

Charles Marsham (Chairman)      Rispond Estate

Patrick Price (Treasurer)                 Scourie Hotel
Barry Stewart
      Gobernuisgach Estate

Dougal Lindsay
           Reay Forest Estate
Ian Hay

                               Angler
Nick Joy

                  Loch Duart Ltd
Cathel Macleod
         Assynt Angling Club     

David Davies
               Inverpolly Estate
Iain Muir

                      Veterinarian



Press Release

[image: image7.png]


   [image: image2.png]NATURAL
HERITAGE

AN



 [image: image3.jpg]b ©
\

LOTTERY FUNDED

Heritage



  [image: image4.png]


 [image: image5.jpg]A
ghland

AV ol

v, Gaidhealtachd

SERVING The Highland Community



[image: image6.png]4
HIE

Highlands and Islands Enterprise

Tomairt na Gaidhealtachd ’s nan Eilean




Issued: 22nd January 2008
Contact: Dr Duncan May or Shona Marshal
Tel. 01971 502259
e-mail: eels@btconnect.com
For immediate release
Declining eel stocks threaten Highland ecosystems
The West Sutherland Fisheries Trust is appealing for information by anyone who has seen changes in eel numbers over the years in Sutherland. This information will be used with river surveys to increase knowledge on eel stocks which are said to be in severe decline across Europe. 
The European eel can be found in almost every water way from Morocco to Iceland, and in most burns and lochs in Scotland. In the highlands, eels are an important food source for Cormorants, Herons, Osprey, gulls and Otters, which select eels (a fattier and tastier fish) in preference to trout and salmon. Eels are also important nocturnal predators of larvae, nymphs and small fish in rivers, keeping salmon and trout populations healthy by selecting weaker, deformed or diseased fish.  In addition, eels are a valuable nutrient ‘channel’ to and from the nutrient poor highland rivers: eels are born 6,000km away in the tropical Sargasso Sea, drift to Europe, spend several years in our rivers and lochs, then make an epic return journey to the Sargasso where they spawn and die. 
Due to all these interactions with the surrounding ecosystem, eels are considered to be ‘Keystone Species’, supporting important and protected species.  However, eels also form an important multi million Dollar fishery in Europe, being caught as elvers (5-10cm long) as they enter rivers from the sea and trapped as silver eels (mature) as they migrate down river to return to the sea. Though on the west coast of Scotland there are no silver eel fishers, there are a handful of elver fishers to whom elvers supply important additional seasonal income to coastal fishing and who are some of the few people who are even aware of elvers.
So why all the fuss? Since 1999 European researchers have insisted that “Eel stocks are outside sustainable limits”, with a drop of 99% in European stocks since 1980’s.  The decline has been attributed to fishing, with a drop of English elver catches to 1% over the last 20 years and European Silver eel fishing allowing less that 3% of the stock returning to the sea each year. However, research on the river Severn suggests that current levels of elver fishing may not affect the river eel population as the rivers can only support a finite population of eels, which is far exceeded by the supply of elvers even after fishing. Additional causes of stock decline have been attributed to climate change, pollution, and disease (all of which affect migration) and habitat destruction (as 50% of eel habitat has been drained since 1945).
In order to deal with the situation the European Union is attempting to protect eel stocks through the implementation of Eel Management Plans (through Fisheries Research Services) by 2009 and closure of fisheries if unsuccessful by 2015. Though the far north west of Scotland may be distant from Brussels, the eel population in West Sutherland (along with the Outer Hebrides and Wester Ross) is considered to be important due to its prominent exposure to the Gulf Stream currents carrying the elvers. Moreover, Scottish and other Northern European eels stocks contain a large number of age groups which may act as a ‘gene bank’ and buffer to poor recruitment years and heavy overfishing by our eel hungry continental friends.  
However, as very little is known about Scottish eel populations, in order for impending European management to be based on fact, the WSFT are collecting any information the public can supply on variations in eel numbers or frequencies over the years. If you think you can help please contact Shona Marshal on 01971 502259 or e-mail Duncan May (eels@btconnect.com).
For more information on eels or the activities of the West Sutherland Fisheries Trust go to www.wsft.co.uk 
The West Sutherland Fisheries Trust is running the ‘West Sutherland Elver Survey’ for the Highland Biodiversity Partnership. This project is one of 24 being undertaken in Highlands with assistance from the Highland Biodiversity Partnership.  It is funded by the Heritage Lottery Fund, Highland Council, Scottish Natural Heritage, Highlands & Islands Enterprise and RSPB Scotland. 

Dr Duncan May (Project lead) is a marine biologist working for the WSFT, who has worked in marine national parks in Indonesia, salmon and shellfish industry in Scotland and on marine mammal projects around the world.
Dr Shona Marshal (Project second) has been the WSFT head Fisheries Biologist since 1996 with an in-depth knowledge of the ecology and fisheries of rivers and lochs of Sutherland and previously trained as a marine biologist.
###End###

Notes to editor: 

Duncan May is available for interview on this subject and would be open to debating the points made in this press release.
For further information please contact: Shona Marshal (01971 502259) or Duncan May (Tel. 0786 786 2081: e-maileels@btconnect.com)
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