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Summary 
 
ÅFishes and fisheries problems 
 
ÅΨtǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ Ƙŀōƛǘŀǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎΩ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ [ƻŎƘ DŀƛǊƭƻŎƘ 
 
ÅDo they need protection? 
 
ÅWhat are the options open to us? 
 
ÅPossible benefits and risks of a local MPA (debate) 
 



The Loch Maree Sea trout Fishery  
15+ boats with ghillies through summer and early autumn 
 



Former British record rod caught sea trout 



The Loch Maree sea trout fishery collapsed 
at the end of the 1980s 



Gairloch Primary 6 

and 7 pupils on a 

Life in Lochans 

fieldtrip. 

 

Loch Maree sea trout head for 
Loch Ewe . . .  



Sweep netting for sea trout, Boor Bay, Loch Ewe 
 
Supported by the Scottish Government 

 



Dundonnell 
Estate plankton 
sample analyses 
training 
Hugh Richards 
(WRF) and  
Jim Raffell 
(FRS) 

Problems for sea trout in the marine 
environment included parasitic sea lice 
infection . . . 



  

White-tailed 

(sea) eagle 

Gannet   

Seals: Populations of both 

harbour and grey seals are 

near recorded highs. There 

are few natural predators in 

local waters (rare Orca 

sightings). Formerly culled 

 by salmon netsmen. 

Otter:  

Widespread and 

abundant around the 

coastline. Feeds on 

small fishes and 

crabs. Diet is un- 

likely to include 

healthy sea trout 

in the sea. 

Sea trout:   Kelts, over-

wintered finnock and smolts 

may be particularly vulnerable 

when water temperatures are 

still cold in spring, especially  

if health is compromised  

(e.g. by sea lice infection). 

Phytoplankton: Production 

depends upon sunlight and 

dissolved nutrient con-

centrations, and reaches a  

peak in early summer.  

Zooplankton: Changes  

in the relative abundance  

of important Calanus 

species may be related to 

global climatic change.  

 

Common prawn: Other small 

crustaceans are also of im-

portance as food for sea trout. 

Common shrimp:  

Emerges from sand to feed 

at night. An important food 

for many fish species. 

Herring and sprat: Herring 

stocks around the west of 

Scotland were lower in 2005  

than in 2004, with particularly  

few fish in the Minch (ICES). 

 
Cod, Haddock and  

Whiting: Taken as bicatch  

by nephrops trawlers.  Cod 

and whiting stocks are near 

historic low levels; haddock  

at sustainable levels. 

Minke whale and 

porpoise: Target  

sandeels in the early 

summer, then sprat and 

herring from mid-summer 

onwards. Whales were 

less common in 2005  

than in 2004. 

Sandeels: of vital importance 

for sea birds, marine mammals 

and many fish species. ICES 

advise that the current status  

of West Coast sandeels is 

óunknownô. 

Trawling: Rising fuel prices 

provide additional incentives  

for the further development of 

alternative, more selective,  

fishing methods.  

Sea birds:  

The ócatastrophic and 

unprecedented breeding 

failureô around the West 

of Scotland in 2005 has 

been attributed to a 

shortage of sandeels 

(RSPB).  

Jellyfish: Dense 

aggregations of 

moon jellyfish 

formed in local  

sea lochs during 

summer 2005. 

Jellyfish may out-

compete juvenile 

fin-fish for 

zooplankton. 

Pollack: Large pollack may be 

significant predators of small  

sea trout. Gadoids (including 

Pollack) are important food for 

seals. 

Sea trout and the seas 

around Wester Ross 

Small gadoids: 

Pollack, Saithe, 

Whiting, etc. 

Nephrops: Live in 

burrows in deeper water. 

Fishermen in Loch 

Torridon catch only 

larger nephrops by using 

creels with óhatchesô that 

allow smaller nephrops 

to escape (MSC 

óSustainable Fisheryô). 

Other factors are also of 
importance 



What happened to other fish populations?  

For much of the 20th Century, Gairloch supported a busy 
herring fishery and a then whitefish fleet ...   

ringnetter ñMhaighdean Marañ ashore at Badachro, Gairloch around 1950 

http://www.trawlerphotos.co.uk/gallery/showfull.php?photo=14481 



Plaice: 10-03-08 Longa Sound, Scotland. H Gardiner 1974 

 

UK Record Weights, rod/line from boat 

Dab: 2-12-04  Gairloch, Highlands.  R. Islip 1975 
(photo: http://chesilbeach.forumotion.net/t7074-smashed-dab-record) 

 

January, 2010 

(photo: http://www.uk-fish.info/pages/plaice.html) 

Loch 

Gairloch 

was well 

known 

for sea 

angling 



óSeaflower : When I was a child, in the early 70s, we used to go on family holidays to 

Gairloch in Wester Ross. Every evening, we would go down to the pier to watch the fishing 

boats unloading. In these days, there were about a dozen or so boats, mostly east coasters I 

think, which unloaded white fish (i.e. cod, haddock etc. as opposed to herring or prawns) at 

Gairloch. The pictures were taken in the 80s after the new pier had been built but are similar 

to the scenes on a summer evening 10-15 years earlier I'm recallingô 

POSTED BY NEIL KING AND CAROL DUNCAN 
 

http://exceptthekylesandwesternisles.blogspot.co.uk/ 

http://www.blogger.com/profile/15567487892239196569
http://www.blogger.com/post-edit.g?blogID=7664161328950208999&postID=6888191498431691164&from=pencil


The last fish processing factory in Gairloch ceased 
ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ƳƛŘ нлллΩǎ  



Gairloch Primary 6 

and 7 pupils on a 

Life in Lochans 

fieldtrip. 

 

Many other fish populations collapsed around the west of 
Scotland during the past 25 years, c. Firth of Clyde . . .  

 



Why? 
 



Across the world, fish populations 
have been in decline for two main 
reasons: 
 
1. Overfishing. Fishing technology has 

progressed faster than our ability to 
manage fishing effort.  
 

2. Damage to habitats which support 
fish production.  

 



The West of Scotland 

Marine Ecosystem:  

A Review of Scientific 

Knowledge (2011) 

 

ΨbŀǘǳǊŀƭ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻǊ ƘǳƳŀƴ 
impacts in the nearshore 
environment can have large 
effects on juvenile fish [Cod 
and Whiting] abundance. The 
resulting effects of year 
classes strength can be traced 
for up to six years following 
ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘ ȅŜŀǊΦΩ 



In the past 20 years, some of the near shore 
areas that provided food for local sea trout 
and supported many other fishes and other 
animals were damaged in Loch Ewe and 
outer Loch Gairloch. 
 
Shellfish dredgers reduce the amount of life 

and structural complexity of the seabed.  
 
 

 

Healthy cobble-shell bottom habitat for scallops before (left) and 
after (right) one pass of a scallop dredge (middle).  
Before photo: Peter Auster, National Undersea Research Center. After 
photo: Peter Auster, NURC. (AOC website) 
Scallop dredge photo: SIFT website. 

http://www.marlin.ac.uk/galleryimage.php?imageid=386


Small fish (e.g. juvenile cod) need 
sheltered places to feed and grow, and 
places to hide from predators. 
 

Juvenile cod, Loch Ewe, summer 2008 



 

Would an MPA help protect and 
restore habitats and fish populations? 
 
 

 



 

This is the area we have been thinking 
about:  
 
 

 

(map from Celtic Fringe magazine) 



Map of recorded 
distribution of MPA 
search features  

(from SNH records) 



 

Loch Gairloch. 
 
 

 

(Photo by Jeremy Fenton)



 

Loch Gairloch. 
 

Via an order made under the Inshore Fishing (Scotland) Act 1984, Loch 
Gairloch is closed to mobile fishing gear, i.e. trawlers and dredgers. This order 
does not apply to static gear (creels) or recreational fishing.  
 
This closure was brought in primarily to protect a herring spawning area and 
small gadoids, a situation that remains relevant to this day . . . 
 
 

 

(Photo by Jeremy Fenton) 



 

Loch Gairloch. 
 

 . . . Additionally, while subsequent scientific research in this area has been 
limited, the lack of disturbance from active gear fishing operations is also 
likely to have had some beneficial biodiversity effects. 
 

[source: letter from Richard Lochhead to John Farquhar Munro, MSP, 1st 
October 2009]. 

 
 

 

(Photo by Jeremy Fenton) 



 

Largely because of the ban on mobile gear, Loch Gairloch 
retains a rich diversity of habitats and species which are 

Ψsearch featuresΩ ŦƻǊ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ at!ǎΦ  
 
 

 



(photo by Ben Rushbrooke)  

Zostrea marina (Seagrass) 

ÅSound of Longa (Loch Gairloch). NW 
{ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘΩǎ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ǎŜŀƎǊŀǎǎ ōŜŘΚ 

ÅFeeding area for record Plaice? 

ÅSea trout feeding habitat. 

ÅSea horse habitat. 

(picture from Tayside Biodiversity webpage) 

 

Maerl (red seaweed) bed,  

ÅSouth side of Loch Gairloch 

ÅFish and shellfish nursery habitat. 

ÅCan support 185 species above surface; 
174 species between maerl twigs 

(picture copyright JNCC from MarLIN website) 

 

http://www.marlin.ac.uk/galleryimage.php?imageid=386


The 2010 SNH survey 
confirmed the 
existence of 
extensive sea grass 
[SG] beds, maerl 
beds [MB] and 
burrowed mud [BM] 
habitats within Loch 
Gairloch. 
 
(Mobile fishing gear is 
excluded from Loch 
Gairloch as part of 1984 
Inshore Fisheries act. ) 

Based upon Ordnance Survey material 

with the permission of the Controller of 

HMSO © Crown copyright (2011) 

Licence no. 

100017908 



From SNH Ullapool Approaches 

Report, 2011. Based upon Ordnance 

Survey material with the permission of 

the Controller of HMSO © Crown 

copyright (2011) Licence no. 

100017908 

Seagrass beds in 
Sound of Longa 



From SNH Ullapool Approaches 

Report, 2011. Based upon Ordnance 

Survey material with the permission of 

the Controller of HMSO © Crown 

copyright (2011) Licence no. 

100017908 

Seagrass beds in 
Sound of Longa 



The sea trout 
caught on 15th 
June 2011 
were in the 
eel grass bed 
here. 



 

Seagrass 
 
 

 

ÅHabitat for juvenile fish, 
associated with record Plaice? 

ÅHabitat for bivalves, sea horses, 
sea trout . . .   

 
Main threats 

ÅDamage from mobile 
fishing gear to beds at 
?Red Point and illegal 
fishing in Sound of Longa. 

ÅDisease (historic) 

  

 

Protection / restoration 

ÅIs existing protection in 
Sound of Longa adequate? 

ÅPrevent mobile fishing 
gear from dredging beds. 

ÅCan be propagated and 
actively restored.  

  

 



The Sound of Longa . . .  
Ocean Quahog   Maerl   Seagrass 

British rod 
caught record 
Plaice 

 

  

Photo Steve Trewhella 

http://www.marlin.ac.uk/galleryimage.php?imageid=386


The Loch Shieldaig . . .  

Sea loch egg Wrack  
όΨ/ǊƻŦǘŜǊǎ ǿƛƎΩύ 

(photo Jeremy Fenton) 

Oyster 
Ostrea edulis 

(photo Keith Hiscock) 



 

Oysters 
 
 

 

Main threats 

ÅOver collection. 

ÅDisease in past. 

 

  

 

Protection / restoration 

ÅRaise awareness of 
conservation status. 

ÅSurvey remaining beds. 

ÅPropagation possible 
(aquaculture?). 

  

 

ÅA few animals left in 
sheltered bays. 

ÅAre remaining populations 
viable? 



Map of recorded 
distribution of MPA 
search features  

(from SNH records) 



Pennatula phosphorea Funiculina quadrangularis  

Photos by Sue Scott 

Maerl beds 

 

Inner Loch Torridon  
 
 
 

 

Burrowed mud 

http://www.marlin.ac.uk/galleryimage.php?imageid=386


 

Burrowed mud 
 
 

 

Main threats 

ÅAt less risk than maerl or 
seagrass habitats. 

ÅRisk to associated sea 
pens and other animals. 

 

  

 

Protection / restoration 

ÅAlready protected from 
mobile gear within Loch 
Torridon and Loch 
Gairloch, but not 
elswhere. 

  

 

ÅBurrows formed by 
Nephrops prawns. 

ÅSupports sea pens and 
other animals. 



Outer Loch Torridon: Red Point beach. . .  




