Chair’s Report
It is now almost two years since the Covid 19 pandemic and subsequent lockdowns dealt a severe
blow to the Trusts activities. In early 2019 this resulted in the loss of 96% of our budgeted income
requiring a fundamental restructure of our activities and the effective abandonment of all fishery
research and monitoring activity in the Skye and Lochalsh area in 2020.
Against this very difficult background, at the conclusion of 2021, it is very heartening to be able to
report on our subsequent activities which represent the most detailed programme of fishery
monitoring activity ever carried out in our area. Our education programme has been widely
welcomed by local schools and our independent scientific monitoring is management and salmon
aquaculture planning policy in our area.
Much of this progress is owed to the hard work of our team, led by Senior Biologist, Dr Isabel
Moore, assisted by Charlotte Small and Dr Lorna Brown.
Reflecting on the year and the task of rebuilding the Trust from the ashes of Covid the enthusiasm
and support we have received from river owners, managers and anglers has been fundamental to
our success. With their continued support we hope to expand our activities further in 2022, not
least in focussing on the parlous state of many of our local populations of migratory fish and the
urgent need to reverse local declines.

Ian Lindsay
SLRT Chair

How we engage with aquaculture
In common with other West Coast Fisheries and Rivers Trusts our primary function is to provide
comprehensive, robust and independent scientific monitoring of fish populations and freshwater
biodiversity within our geographic area. This activity underpins our education and awareness
programmes and is key to providing credible and independent scientific information to fishery
managers, policy makers and politicians, particularly in respect of factors threatening the
productivity and well – being of rivers and fisheries.
Perhaps inevitably, given its extraordinary growth and perceived environmental impacts, this has
meant that intensive monitoring in the vicinity of aquaculture sites currently dominates our
fieldwork programme.
Historically, our predecessor the Skye Fisheries Trust was successful in attracting significant
funding to fund a PhD project at Glasgow University to investigate factors affecting the decline and
productivity of sea trout populations in Skye and Western Scotland. This has now allowed SLRT to
recruit a competent and experienced post – doctoral fisheries scientist with a proven track record
in peer – reviewed scientific publication. Significantly, her first published paper (Moore et al., 2018)
has described spatial effects of sea lice infestation on sea trout in relation to fish farm location.
More recently The Scottish Government, Marine Science Scotland, Fishery Management Scotland
and Scottish Planning Authorities have brokered a programme of Environmental Monitoring Plans
(EMP’s) covering coastal areas of West Scotland affected by Aquaculture. In addition to pre –
development environmental impact assessments, planning consent now requires companies to
fund post development scientific monitoring of local wild salmonid populations in the vicinity of
farm sites and to provide on – farm sea lice data. Having piloted this initiative and in common with
all other West Coast Trusts we are keen to deliver this activity in an independent manner but
subject to two prerequisites which have been accepted by all the participating companies in the
Skye and Lochalsh area;

1) Such activity is charged to the aquaculture companies at an over -headed rate in line with other
environmental consultancies, thus providing a contribution to “core” funds for the delivery of
charitable activity (education, habitat restoration etc). Such an arrangement also ensures
compliance with relevant charity regulations.
2) That any and all data arising from this activity is available for inclusion in the Trusts biological
data sets and may, at its discretion, be submitted for peer – reviewed scientific publication.
In addition to the investigation of the impacts of aquaculture, several other important issues are
thought to be critical to the recovery of salmonid populations. These include local telemetry studies
of salmon and sea trout populations, assessment of restocking techniques, habitat restoration
programmes, improving the nutrient status of juvenile salmonid habitats and investigation of
internationally important populations of European eels, freshwater pearl mussels and Arctic char.
Commencing in 2022 the Trust hopes to extend its activities to fund research and monitoring
programmes into these areas.

Our 2021 fieldwork programme
The Skye and Lochalsh Rivers Trust delivered a substantial amount of monitoring work and
research during the 2021 field season. The majority of the work can be divided into four
categories; electrofishing monitoring surveys, sea trout and sea lice monitoring, Marine Scotland’s
adult salmon sampling project and our adult sea trout tracking project.

I. Electrofishing
Juvenile salmon and trout populations are monitored via electrofishing surveys during the summer
months. Over 70 sites in 15 different river catchments were electrofished during the 2021 field
season. Many of these surveys were conducted as part of either the National Electrofishing
Programme for Scotland or local EMP agreements. Juvenile densities were low in many rivers,
likely influenced by a variety of factors, including degradation of freshwater habitats. Based on the
timed data collected during electrofishing surveys in previous years, juvenile fish densities have
held steady at low densities for the last several years, however it is unclear how long the
populations will be able to survive at such low densities.

Several young salmon parr collected as part of an electrofishing survey.

An encouraging outcome from the electrofishing surveys was the presence of European eel
populations, a protected species, in almost every catchment sampled. A variety of life stages
were found in the SLRT area, ranging from glass eels that would have recently reached the rivers,
to silver eels that are beginning their return migration to the Sargasso Sea.

European eels caught in an electrofishing survey. The silvery eel in the top of the photo is thought to be
nearing the time in its lifestage where it begins its migration back to the Sargasso sea.

II. Sea trout and sea lice monitoring
Each year SLRT conducts sea trout sampling in multiple estuaries around Skye, Lochalsh and the
Small Isles as part of a parasitic sea lice monitoring programme. Several new sites were added to
the programme this year, making a total of nine locations that were sampled within the SLRT
boundary in 2021. Low numbers of adult salmonids were caught throughout the field season and
the lack of fish is thought to have been influenced by drought conditions that were present for most
of the spring and summer.

High sea lice levels (>0.3 lice/fish weight (g)) were found on wild sea trout in Loch Sligachan in the
spring. Areas with high sea lice levels in the summer included Loch Slapin and Loch Greshornish.
These high parasite loads can negatively impact the survival of sea trout, particularly juvenile post
smolts. Several factors could have influenced the observed lice levels in several of these areas,
including drought-like conditions and the presence of salmon aquaculture facilities near the
sampling sites.

Sea trout caught around Skye with high lice loads and evidence of lice damage on dorsal fins.

As a result of the high lice levels seen in Loch Sligachan, SLRT has held talks with the local farm
operator to develop a pre-emptive spring management plan for 2022 to mitigate the additional
input of lice from salmon cages into the surrounding water where wild fish come into contact with
the parasites. The timing of this action will help protect salmon and sea trout smolts when they first
enter the marine environment during the most sensitive period of their migration.

III. Adult sea trout tracking study
Beginning 2021, SLRT partnered with the Zoological Society of London and the University of
Glasgow in an exciting 2-year study that monitored the movement of adult sea trout in Lochs
Snizort and Greshornish. This research is important in understanding migration patterns of native
sea trout and identifying important habitats for the fish.

Members of ZSL and SLRT seine net for sea trout at the Hinnisdale.

Over 65 adult sea trout were tagged in 2021 in the rivers and estuaries flowing into Loch Snizort
and Loch Greshornish. The movements of these fish will be monitored by an extensive array of
over 50 acoustic receivers that have been deployed across both sea lochs. Another round of
tagging will commence in 2022.

A tagged adult sea trout ready for release into the water with an external tag (yellow) on its dorsal for easy
identification if it is recaptured.

IV. Adult salmon sampling project
SLRT participated in new national adult salmon sampling project funded by Marine Scotland in
2021. Working together with anglers, adult salmon in the River Snizort were caught, weighed and
measured. A scale sample was taken from each fish to provide information about the age and life
history strategy of each individual. Fish were then released back into the river. SLRT hopes to
continue this work in the 2022 season.

Danny Docherty, the River Snizort ghillie, provided invaluable
assistance in 2021 helping SLRT sample adult salmon.

Charlotte Small and Danny Docherty fish for adult salmon
on the River Snizort as part of the ASSESS programme.

The fieldwork team also offered a small number of educational sessions for local school children
on Skye and the Isle of Rum. These involved activities such as electrofishing demonstrations and
the opportunity to get an up close and personal look at wild fish and macroinvertebrates found in
local rivers.

We are, as always, extremely grateful for our supportive volunteers, donors and colleagues that
have helped us achieve such an intensive and wide-ranging field work season. If you are
interested in volunteering to help with our monitoring programme, please contact
biologist@slrt.org.uk or call 07852 280 814 for more information.

Volunteers at Loch Pooltiel after a seine netting session.

A view from the Southern Rivers
Nigel Pearson, SLRT Vice-Chair
During the course of 2021, electrofishing was carried out on the River Arnisdale, the Glenmore,
the Shiel and the Elchaig as part of local Environmental Management Plans as well as the
National Electrofishing Programme for Scotland.

Electrofishing on the River Arnisdale.

Mowi have submitted a planning application for a biomass increase of 600T to 3100T at their Loch
Hourn site. This is obviously of concern to both local and surrounding rivers, since this is a
possible migratory route for salmon heading for the Arctic waters from rivers further South. The
Skye and Lochalsh Rivers Trust submitted an objection to Mowi’s planning application.
All rivers experienced the driest summer for many years, and many keen fishers didn’t take their
rods out of their cases until September. However, while we are not privy to details of the catches
for the mainland rivers within the SLRT geographic area for 2021, the records we have seen
reflect fish of a substantially greater weight than the norm (even allowing for the longer period they
would have been feeding in salt water during the Summer drought); the sea trout numbers appear
to be in line with previous years.

Electrofishing on the River Elchaig.

Education Activity
In May 2021 the Trust secured funding to implement a pilot education programme to provide
education projects for both primary and secondary schools. This included delivery of the Scottish
Invasive Species Initiative ‘Alien Detective’ education programme in the schools of Wester Ross
and Lochalsh. The aim of the Alien Detectives project was for biologists to visit schools to teach
pupils about the problems invasive species can cause; how to identify species that might appear in
their area; and what to do about it when they do. The project had started in December 2019 but
ground to a halt at the start of the pandemic. Determined to continue, we adapted the project for
online delivery. Boxes of relevant materials were left in school grounds, often in polytunnels, at
weekends to allow them to quarantine for 48 hours and although the online presentations were
straight forward more practical matter such as species identification were more challenging in the
virtual classroom! But once outside organisations were able to work face to face with pupils, the
Alien Detective project gained momentum and by the end of 2021 a 389 further pupils in 26
classes at 12 schools had taken part, meaning that the Alien detectives programme reached a
total of over 440 pupils in 17 primary and secondary schools throughout Wester Ross and Skye.

Local children and parents in Staffin get up close and personal with fish species in the Kilmartin River.

In our Trout and Trees pilot project primary pupils are asked to consider the importance of riparian
woodlands. After a half day of outdoor activities linked to woodlands and rivers, an electrofishing
demonstration gives the pupils a chance to meet some of the trout in the burns near their school.
Glen Elg and Loch Duich primary pupils were the enthusiastic and willing guinea pigs for this
project. As there was positive feedback from pupils and staff alike it is hoped that we will secure
funding to take this project to more schools in the autumn of 2022. In the coming months we are
about to commence a Rivers in the classroom project with three Skye schools. In this project the
pupils will be responsible for a classroom hatchery containing trout eggs. They will also get the
chance to visit a river and meet some salmon, trout and invertebrates and see the important role
of salmonids in the local freshwater ecosystem. Although dependent on Covid rules regarding
school activities, it is hoped that these projects will lead into a community action project where
pupils help to co-ordinate community riparian tree planting events and we would urge all our SLRT
supporters to come and participate once we start advertising these events!

Students participate in a Trout and Trees project.
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