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Introduction 
 

It has been a busy year for The Cromarty 

Firth Fishery Board and Trust. 

We have completed the planned 2009 

programme of project work designed to 

meet the aims of the Cromarty Firth 

Fishery Management Plan.   

 

The indicators of stock abundance in the 

area have been more encouraging than 

for many other rivers. There were 1250 

returning adult salmon caught at the 

Blackwater trap.  The count through Tor 

Achilty Dam was 1027 (121 up on the 5 

year average) Some long term projects 

are bearing fruit, with encouraging 

returns of adult salmon to the Upper 

Orrin after an absence of fish for almost 

50 years. There has also been an upturn 

in sea trout numbers and condition this 

year. 

 

The effects of marine changes are still 

being seen with grilse arriving later in 

the season and often in poorer condition 

than 10 years ago.   

At the same time there has been an 

increase in the number of Multi-sea 

Winter salmon returning to our rivers. 

 

 
 

The chart above shows the clear trend in 

the number of multi-sea winter hen 

salmon returning to the Blackwater trap.  

 

The production of a Biosecurity Plan for 

the Cromarty Firth region by the Trust 

this year is an important step in 

protecting our rivers and fish stocks 

from harmful non native species and 

diseases. 

 
This newsletter also includes progress 

reports from the Moray Firth Sea Trout 

Project and North Highland Mink 

Project.  Both projects are supported by 

the Cromarty Firth Fishery Trust 

 

 



After Season fishing experiment 
 

Ghillies fished the Lower Conon during 

the first two weeks of October. This was 

the first year of a three year experiment, 

licenced by Scottish Government, to see 

if sufficient fresh salmon enter the 

Conon in early October to justify 

extending the angling season.  High 

water gave difficult angling conditions 

but a total of 29 salmon were caught.  Of 

these only one was not coloured and 

none were reported as sea-liced. 

 

 

Mink Project Update 
Lois Canham, Mink Project Officer  

 

The North West Highlands Mink 

Control Project has now been running 

for about eight months.  In this time a 

‘cordon sanitaire’ from the East coast at 

Dornoch to the West coast at Ullapool 

has been successfully established, 

comprising of mink rafts approximately 

every 5km in freshwaters and tracking 

tunnels approximately every 1km on 

accessible coastal areas.  Raft placement 

has focussed on rivers Carron, Kyle of 

Sutherland, Fleet, Oykel, Runie, 

Ullapool and Kanaird.   

 
In addition, a large number of mink rafts 

have been placed to the south of the 

‘cordon sanitaire’ line focussing on the 

Conon, Beauly and Ness catchments.   

 

Until November, no mink had been 

found present on any raft or tracking 

tunnel in the ‘cordon sanitaire’, although 

signs of otter and water vole had been 

recorded on the rafts.  However, during 

November a mink was caught on a fish 

farm north of Ullapool, just outwith the 

‘cordon sanitaire’ line and a female mink 

was caught on the cordon sanitaire line 

on the River Carron, just north of Bonar 

Bridge.  This is the farthest north mink 

have been officially recorded in recent 

times.  It is possible that they represent 

single dispersing juveniles from 

populations in the south (juveniles can 

travel over 50km in search for new 

territories) but they could be 

representative of an establishing 

population.  More thorough survey of 

the area is taking place to find out if 

there are any other mink present.   

 

Signs of mink have been repeatedly seen 

on rafts in the Beauly and Ness 

catchments with a number successfully 

trapped earlier in the year.  There was 

little movement of mink earlier in the 

autumn dispersal period but a mink have 

now been caught on the Rivers Conon 

and Beauly.  Overall, it has been a 

quieter year for mink in this area.    

 

Plans for 2010 include increasing rafts 

coverage in the south of the project area, 

expanding the project area to include the 

River Nairn (on which mink are very 

much established) and establishing the 

invasion front of mink on the west coast.   

 

For further information about the project 

or if you have seen American mink in 

the North West Highlands please contact 

Lois Canham, Mink Project Officer on 

07920 589 070 or email 

lcanham@swt.org.uk  

 

Further information: 

 

NW Highlands Mink Project Autumn 

2009 Newsletter (available from the 

Project Officer or at 

www.watervolescotland.org following 

link to NW Highlands page).   

 

 



Orrin restoration 

 
Orrin Dam under construction 

 
When Orrin Dam was first constructed 

in 1959 over a thousand returning 

salmon were counted over the fish lifts.  

However over the following few years 

the count crashed and it was found that 

smolts were not finding their way 

downstream through the fish pass.  The 

passes were closed and fell into disrepair 

for over 40 years.  In recent years the 

Fishery Board and Scottish and Southern 

Energy have worked closely together to 

restore access for salmon to the large 

area of excellent habitat upstream of 

Orrin Dam. This has required 

considerable experimentation and 

expense, which is now bearing fruit.  We 

have found that by increasing generation 

at Orrin Power Station at the start of the 

smolt run and at the same time opening 

the top gate of the fish pass by three feet 

an attractive flow into the pass could be 

created.  An adult trap has been 

constructed below Orrin Dam to allow 

returning adult salmon to be caught, 

transported and released above the Dam.  

This autumn Board staff trapped and 

released 91 returning salmon above 

Orrin Dam. 

 

 

 

 

Proposed Alness Hydro 

Development 
 

There is a proposed new hydro scheme 

for the upper reaches of the Alness 

above Loch Morie.  The Fishery Board 

has undertaken two years of extensive 

electro-fishing survey work at 

Kildermorie to look at likely effects of 

the proposed scheme.  Past electro-

fishing has shown that the area between 

Loch Morie and the proposed scheme is 

well used by salmon after a wet autumn 

but less well used in a dry year when 

salmon are unable to migrate so far 

upstream. Surveys have shown a 

complete lack of salmon above the 

proposed scheme, caused by an 

obstruction which was made worse by a 

misjudged historical dynamiting attempt. 

 

The proposal includes the reopening of 

the large area of habitat above the 

scheme with the construction of a fish 

pass. It also includes establishing a flow 

regime which would give releases of 

water in the autumn to allow salmon to 

access all of the habitat below the 

scheme. 

 

The Cromarty Firth Fishery 

Management Plan identifies these two 

issues of access and habitat usage as 

being very significant for the 

conservation of the Alness salmon 

stocks. This scheme may well be able to 

solve both. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Moray Firth Sea Trout Project  

Progress Report 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Marcus Walters – Project Officer 
walters.mfstp@googlemail.com 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Catch Report The combined Moray 

Firth sea trout rod and line catch has 

been declining steadily since 1996. 

Dropping to an all time low in 2007 and 

then lower again in 2008. Anecdotal 

reports suggest that this past season was 

better but unfortunately official figures 

for 2009 will not be available until next 

autumn. It is too early to determine 

whether the expected improvement seen 

in 2009 is just a one off year in an 

otherwise downward trend or if it is the 

first year in an overall improvement. 

Interestingly 2009 has also been widely 

reported as a good year for sandeels and 

sea bird breeding (see sea trout feeding 

at sea section).  

The Conon rod and line catch for 2008 at 

94 was slightly better than 2007 at 54 

but is still well down on the long term 

average of 850 (1952-2008) (see Fig 1). 

In a similar fashion the Alness showed a 

slight improvement with 33 in 2008 

compared to 21 in 2007 which is well 

down on the Alness long term average of 

119 (1952-2008).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scale collection and Logbooks 

Scale packets and logbooks have been 

widely distributed to interested anglers 

and are an essential part of collecting 

vital data on Moray Firth sea trout. In 

2009 anglers collected 108 sets of scales 

from around the Moray Firth and have 

returned 11 logbooks, although this is a 

good contribution we need more 

volunteers.  The value of the scale 

collections has been illustrated by the 

Spey Scale Project where Dr Andy 

Walker has analysed 3 sets of scales 

from the 1920s, 1970&80s and 2003-

2009. The analysis of these three 

collections of Spey sea rout scales 

indicate a trend towards faster juvenile 

development leading to younger average 

age at smolt migration, also better 

overall growth at sea, earlier onset of 

sexual maturity and possibly shortened 

lifespan. We now need more recent 

samples to repeat this work on the Kyle. 

If you are interested in volunteering 

please contact the Project Officer.  

 

Combined Moray Firth & Conon Sea Trout catch data
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 graph illustrating the Conon and Moray Firth rod and line 

catch from 1952 – 2008.  



Coastal and small burn surveys 

Electrofishing surveys for juvenile 

salmonids have in the past focused 

mainly on larger tributaries considered 

likely to contain salmon. This past 

summer field season Trusts and Boards 

associated with the MFSTP have been 

carrying out surveys of smaller burns to 

check for the presence and abundance of 

juvenile trout. This data is vital in 

helping us design management plans to 

help protect often vulnerable but very 

important small burns. These surveys 

have already helped highlight some 

important coastal waterways in the 

Cromarty Firth and highlight some areas 

surprisingly poor for fry and parr in the 

Spey catchment. Using these results 

restoration work can be targeted at the 

depleted areas and used to ensure good 

areas are suitably protected. This work 

will form a key part of future field work 

and management plans.  

  

Restoration Projects 

The MFSTP is playing a key role in 

supporting various small restoration 

projects around the Moray Firth. These 

can include barrier removal or habitat 

and bank side restoration. If you have 

any potential sites please contact the 

project for support with planning and 

fund raising.  

Currently the MFSTP is involved with 

restoration projects on the Peffery in the 

Cromarty Firth, the Red Castle Burn in 

the Beauly Firth, the Farigaig in Loch 

Ness and some potential projects on the 

Deveron and Spey. The Peffery is the 

largest restoration project and plans to 

return a once well known sea trout river 

to its best. The river has been heavily 

modified by agriculture, badly 

channelized and suffers from many non 

native species of vegetation. The river 

has been extensively surveyed by the 

Cromarty Fisheries Trust and been the 

subject of a WTT Advisory Visit. The 

MFSTP is helping with planning the 

project and is submitting an application 

to the SEPA Restoration Fund to 

subsidize the project. 

 

 

Sea trout feeding at sea 

The project officer has carried out a 

detailed review of published literature on 

sea trout feeding at sea which has been 

briefly summarised below.  

The majority of migrating sea trout are 

females as they have the most to benefit 

in terms of the extra size gained by 

feeding in the productive marine 

environment. Sea trout are opportunistic 

feeders, feeding on whatever is available 

in the season and location. As post 

smolts they slowly move offshore 

gradually changing from inshore 

crustaceans to highly nutritious oily fish 

like sandeels which are essential for 

rapid marine growth. Trawls by Marine 

Scotland have shown that there are 

plentiful supplies of sandeels in the 

Moray Firth that shoal in the spring and 

early summer. The trawl data is not 

consistent enough to illustrate changes in 

sandeel abundance so Kittiwakes 

breeding succes which is highly 

dependant on sandeels has been used as 

an indicator of sandeel availability. Data 

from the Sutors shows that Kittiwake 

breeding success has dropped steeply 

since the mid 1990s which is very much 

in parallel with the decline in Moray 

Firth rod and line catch of sea trout. 

Whether the decline in Kittiwake 

breeding success and trout catch is 

related to the availability of sandeels is 

not conclusive but it is enough to merit 

further investigation.  

 

 



Outreach 
The Project Officer has continued to 

give talks to local angling associations 

and community meetings to help explain 

the aims for the MFSTP and how you 

can get involved with the project. He is 

now able to report on some of the initial 

findings of the project so if you or club 

are interested please get in touch and he 

will arrange a time to come and meet 

with you. 

 

 

 

 
Habitat damage on the Peffery 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

WTT Auction 

Last year the MFSTP took part in the 

WTT annual auction and some excellent 

lots donated by the Kyle, Inverness, 

Forres and Speymouth Angling 

Associations raised £670 and were 

generously match funded by the WTT to 

a total of £1340 for MFSTP projects. We 

are taking part in the auction again this 

year with the same excellent lots plus 

some more fishing on the River Spey  

(Strathspey AA), River Deveron (Turriff 

AA), River Carron (Keith Williams) and 

Alness (Alness AA). If you are 

interested in bidding in the auction or 

you would like to donate something to 

the 2011 auction then please contact the 

Project Officer.  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scales being collected from a Spey sea 

trout Picture: Marcus Walters 



        
 
 
MULTI-SEA WINTER SALMON 

 

UP TO 30
TH

 JUNE 

As in previous years anglers are requested to release, if possible, the FIRST spring salmon they catch.  

They may, if they wish, kill the second, but thereafter all salmon caught should be released. 

 

AFTER 30
TH

 JUNE 

All salmon over 30” / 75cm long (about 10 lbs) should be released. 

 

GRILSE  

The Board is recommending that only two grilse per angler per week may be killed.  All other fish should 

be returned to the river. 

 

SEA TROUT 

Sea Trout of over 1 1/2lbs are particularly valuable and no more than two / angler / week should be 

retained.   

 

GENERAL 

• All coloured fish should be released 

• Please use barbless hooks 

• When releasing fish, try to keep the fish in the water at all times and use knotless mesh landing nets 

 

FIN CLIPPED FISH 

If an angler catches a fish that has had the adipose fin removed, please retain it and inform Simon 

McKelvey (01997 433405 or 07887 845648).  These fish will have been PIT tagged and the information 

contained in these tags is important to the operation of our stocking programme. The fish simply needs to 

be scanned to retrieve the tag number .  The angler keeps the fish,will be given a £5 reward and, in due 

course, the life history of the fish. 

 

GYRODACTYLUS 

Proprietors or their appointed nominees are being urged to ensure that anglers fishing their waters have 

completed and signed a declaration regarding sterilizing fishing equipment. 

Equipment can be sterilized by using one of the following precautions: 

 

• Dry equipment at a minimum of 20 degrees C for at least 2 days. 

 

• Heat for at least 1 hour at a temperature of over 60 degrees C. 

 

• Deep freeze for at least 1 day. 

 

• Immerse in a solution suitable for killing Gs for a minimum of 10 minutes. Suitable solutions 

include; Virkon(1%), Wescodyne (1%), sodium chloride (3%) and sodium hydroxide (0.2%). 


