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WHY HERRING?

• First herring fishery records from 860 AD

• In the mid-19th to 20th centuries, herring 
fisheries boomed, making up ~1/3 of the 
global catch

• Herring provided income and social 
development to coastal communities 
where job prospects were limited 

- Female ‘paid’ labour

- Crofter fishermen 

Economic importance, heritage &  
identity in Scotland
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EVOLUTION OF THE INDUSTRY
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NOT ENOUGH FISH IN THE SEA…
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BOOM & BUST

• Naturally variable populations

• Technological advances: larger, more efficient 
vessels = more fish caught & job losses

“70 drifters, 10 men on every boat, that’s 700 
men... I’ve seen two purse net boats with 20 men 
landing that same quantity. 20 men as opposed 
to 700 men” 

- Jim Muir, herring fisherman, Coigach Peninsula

• The fishery collapsed in the 1970s – never 
fully recovering on the west coast Jim Muir © Herripedia



• In 2018 & 2019 large shoals of spawning 
herring were observed (and filmed) near 
Gairloch for the first time in 50 years!

• This brought back memories of past 
herring booms and a renewed public 
interest 

A NEW HOPE?



Adults range 
from 20 – 38 
cm (8 -15 in) 

in length

Shoals can reach 
sizes up to one 
cubic mile, with 

billions of 
individuals

They’re very 
fast – moving 

up to 10x their 
body length per 

second

Return to 
spawn near 
where they 

hatched

Commonly 
abandon & re-

colonise 
spawning 
grounds 

Deposit 
dense 

carpets of 
eggs on the 

seabed  

Important in 
the North 

Atlantic food 
web

HERRING: NOT JUST NUTRITIOUS & DELICIOUS…

Live up to 
~15 years and 
reproduce at 

2-3 years

“Silver Darlings” 
Layers of 

crystals make 
silvery scales, 
reflecting light 

FaRT?



West coast herring comes inshore
in the spring to spawn at specific 
locations

WHERE DO HERRING SPAWN?

Within the larger spawning 
“areas” are the precise
locations where herring deposit 
their eggs 



WHAT TYPE OF SEABED DO HERRING SPAWN ON?

© Marine Scotland Science

Feather stars on mixed bottom

©Andy Jackson, SubSeaTV

Kelp forests & maerl beds

© K. Hiscock

Muddy sand

© NatureScot

Burrowed mud

© Marine Scotland Science

Flame shell beds

© MarLIN

Coarse shell gravel



SPAWNING BEDS

All Photos © Andy Jackson, SubSeaTV

Herring spawn in waves, resulting a in build-
up of eggs. “Complex” seabed allows oxygen 
to enter & waste to exit the dense egg carpets 



SPAWNING: BRIEF BUT FUNDAMENTAL

All Photos © Andy Jackson, SubSeaTV

Spawning events & larvae hatching are 
fundamental to maintain biodiversity & 
ecosystem functioning 



K

• Identify and produce evidence for 
the conservation and restoration of 
herring spawning habitat on the west 
coast of Scotland

• Promote co-management & dialogue 
between marine stakeholders

• Champion the integration of essential 
spawning habitat into management 
measures

GOALS:

THE WEST OF SCOTLAND HERRING HUNT (WOSHH)

©Andy Jackson, SubSeaTV



HOW YOU CAN HELP



EXAMPLE: eDNA & PLANKTON SAMPLING

• eDNA is the DNA, shed by an organism (e.g. 
scales), present in the environment

• In spring WOSHH trialled the technique in 
Wester Ross at 3 locations (analyses ongoing)

• In parallel, Peter collected plankton samples 
to look for herring larvae 

• Seabird (gannets, gulls, razorbill, guillemot, 
divers) & marine mammal feeding frenzies 
spotted within 2km of the eDNA sampling 
site

• Larvae sent to MSS for ID: confirmed as 
herring fry, estimated to be 3 to 4 weeks old 

Herring larvae © Fiona Mackenzie ASC



COMING SOON: CITIZEN-SCIENCE WEBAPP

• Get as many people out as possible hunting 
for herring up and down the W-coast and 
recording what they find

• Allowing everyone to contribute as a citizen-
scientist

• Identify precisely where and when herring 
spawns

Lewis Watson
ENU, Undergraduate
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TAKE HOME MESSAGE

• Herring populations & the habitat they rely upon 
have been altered by humans

• Herring require “complex” seabed, free of 
sediment & build-up, for successful reproduction

• We still need to determine precisely where that 
habitat is & protect it

• Help herring & get involved with WOSHH!

© Campbell Pert, MSS


