
Wester Ross Fisheries Trust 
Biologist’s Review, 2024-2025 

Poolewe Village Hall, 24th April 2025

(revised to share, 30th April 2025)

Peter Cunningham, info@wrft.org.uk 

• Sea trout sea lice monitoring

• Juvenile salmon surveys

• Tournaig trap project 

• Bruachaig river headwaters survey 

• Salmon stream nutrient restoration project 

• Spawning herring search

• Scottish seagrass meadows project

• Thank you  

mailto:info@wrft.org.uk


Report from 2024 WRFT spring meeting at 
Torridon can be found here:
https://wrft.org.uk/news/newsitem.cfm?id=
253

https://wrft.org.uk/news/newsitem.cfm?id=253
https://wrft.org.uk/news/newsitem.cfm?id=253
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WRFT Biologist’s Review, 2024-2025  

(from WRFT Newsletter 
September 2024

https://www.wrft.org.uk
/files/WRFT%20Newslet
ter%20September%202
024v1.pdf)

https://www.wrft.org.uk/files/WRFT%20Newsletter%20September%202024v1.pdf
https://www.wrft.org.uk/files/WRFT%20Newsletter%20September%202024v1.pdf
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Wild salmon have 
been important to 
people in Wester 
Ross for 
thousands of 
years.

(Pictish stone 
found by Gairloch, 
now in Gairloch 
Museum)

HOME | Gairlochmuseum

https://www.gairlochmuseum.org/


Salmon are still a 
keystone species 
within freshwater 
ecosystems of 
Wester Ross

WRFT Loch Maree 
Wildlife Poster 2003 
by Robin Ade. 

Copies available 
from WRFT 



Salmon are still a 
keystone species 
within freshwater 
ecosystems of 
Wester Ross

Sue Ward and 
Ginevra House 
with frozen 
remains of adult 
male salmon 
taken by otter, 
November 2024



Salmon are still 
important to the 
local economy . . . 

. . . nearly all wild 
salmon are now 
returned . . .  

Ray Dingwall with fresh 17lb cock salmon 

caught by Gavin Ramsay, May 2007



Salmon are still 
important to the 
local economy . . . 

. . . nearly all wild 
salmon are now 
returned . . .  

Ray Dingwall with fresh 17lb cock salmon 

caught by Gavin Ramsay, May 2007

Keep the fish in the water 

2007 

Catch and release guidance 2025 



Wild trout have 
also been 
important to 
people in Wester 
Ross for thousands 
of years.

all these trout, 
shown to scale, 
were caught and 
photographed 
during WRFT 
fieldwork, and 
illustrated by Paul 
Vecsei.



Wild trout diversity
Loch Maree, 
31st August 2024 



Wild trout have also 
been important to 
people in Wester 
Ross for thousands 
of years.

Sea trout are part of 
the coastal 
ecosystem.

Populations vary 
according to 
• food availability
• predation 
• parasites 
• weather and 

climate



•Sea lice are naturally 
occurring parasites of 
fish.

•Larval Lepeophtheirus 
salmonis attach to salmon 
and sea trout and grow 
by eating the mucus, 
blood and skin of their 
host fish.Lepeophtheirus 

salmonis

(James Butler)

This slide is 20+ years old. 
Alas, the sea lice problem has not gone away . . . 



Sea trout and sea lice 
monitoring  

Mixed results in 2024

Kanaird estuary 
(near Ullapool) 
high numbers of sea 
lice recorded on sea 
trout in May 2024

Thankyou to Kaenchullish 
estate and local helpers for 
support 



Sea trout and 
sea lice 
monitoring 

Kanaird estuary 
(near Ullapool) 
high numbers of 
lice on sea trout 
in May 2024

See online
‘sea trout 
monitoring 
reports’

https://wrft.org.uk/downloads/files.cfm?id=50

https://wrft.org.uk/downloads/files.cfm?id=50


Sea trout and 
sea lice 
monitoring 

Kanaird estuary 
(near Ullapool) 
high numbers of 
lice on sea trout 
in May 2024

Sea trout 

No.

≥13 

lice/fish?

Lice/g 

fish 

weight

Range
Mortality 

category

Number 

of fish in 

category 

Total 

number 

of fish in 

sample

% of 

sample in 

category

projected 

mortality 

for 

category 

%

projected 

mortality 

of fish in 

sample %

2 Yes 2.714 >0.3 100% 8 13 61.54 61.54

3 Yes 2.098 0.2-0.3 50% 1 7.69 3.85

4 No 0.025 0.1-0.2 20% 1 7.69 1.54

5 Yes 2.353 <0.1 0% 3 23.08 0.00 66.92

6 Yes 1.085

7 No 0.000

8 No 0.242

9 Yes 1.190

10 No 0.000

11 Yes 1.071

12 Yes 0.729

13 No 0.174

14 Yes 1.073

Mortality / early returned estimates for sea trout in sample based on 
method from Taranger et al 2015, ‘Risk assessment for the environmental 
impact of Norwegian salmon farming’

https://academic.oup.com/icesjms/article/72/3/997/686282


Sea trout and sea lice monitoring 

Gruinard Bay (new site)
May – October 2024

New site in 2024
Few lice on sea trout 



Sea trout and sea lice monitoring 2024 

Flowerdale (Gairloch)  
April, June, October 2024

Finnock with high 
numbers of sea lice in 
October 2024 sweep 



Sea trout and sea lice monitoring 

Torridon, May – September 2024 

New monitoring site; 
useful samples obtained



Sea trout and parasitic sea lice monitoring
(all photos of fish are of lightly sedated fish)

Applecross 2024 
May – September 

Thankyou to Applecross Trust 
and local helpers for support 



Sea trout and sea lice monitoring reports for 2024 are on WRFT 
website . . . https://wrft.org.uk/downloads/files.cfm?id=50

https://wrft.org.uk/downloads/files.cfm?id=50


EMP wild fish monitoring reports (find them at 
https://www.wrft.org.uk/downloads/files.cfm?id=11 )

https://www.wrft.org.uk/downloads/files.cfm?id=11


Sea trout and sea lice monitoring 2025 
Flowerdale 11 April 2025 (now to inform Torridon EMP) 



Sea trout and sea lice monitoring 
Flowerdale 11 April 2025 – a recaptured sea trout  



Sea trout and sea lice monitoring 
Flowerdale 11 April 2025 

Thank you to 
all the helpers!



WRFT Juvenile fish surveys 2023

No Scottish Government funding for 
juvenile fish surveys in 2024 or 2025  



Juvenile salmon 
distribution maps



Juvenile fish surveys 2024
Gruinard River headwaters (for Ardmair EMP . . .)
Salmon fry and salmon parr found in November at top of system below 
top impassable waterfall . . . (above an occasionally passable fall)

Small skinny parr where fish 
densities were high

Bigger chunky parr where fish densities 
were low (two fry in picture too) 

Top impassable falls 

Supported by 
Gruinard Estate 



Tournaig trap project 1999 – 2025 

Ben Rushbrooke removing a grilse from the upstream trap (. . . a few years ago . . . )



Tournaig is just 
along the road 
from Poolewe . . . 

Thank you to:
 

Tournaig estate,



Tournaig adult 
salmon catches 
have been 
dominated by 
grilse of typically 
55cm to 60cm in 
length which 
entered in August 
and September . . .

(report available at 
info@wrft.org.uk
on request) 

mailto:info@wrft.org.uk


Gairloch Primary 6 

and 7 pupils on a 

Life in Lochans 

fieldtrip.

Ben Rushbrooke 
has photographed 
nearly all adult 
salmon and sea 
trout that have 
entered the 
upstream trap 
over the past 23 
years . . . 



Tournaig trap project (1999 to 2025)
 
• to monitor wild salmon in a small 

‘marginal’ stream system by Loch Ewe 

•No adult salmon or 
sea trout  recorded in 
upstream trap in 2024 



Tournaig trap project
Juvenile fish survey 31 July 2024 
(photos mostly by Ben Rushbrooke)   



Tournaig trap project (1999 to 2025)

Is there a relationship between the number of 
adult salmon that enter the system and the 
number of smolts which go to sea three years 
later? 



Tournaig trap some graphs updated:



Pink salmon DNA was recorded 
in River Ewe system in 2023

Please look out for and report 
pink salmon, escaped farm 
salmon and diseased wild 
salmon via FMS reporting apps.

Thankyou to colleagues at:

Fisheries Management Scotland

‘conserving Scotland wild salmon 
and freshwater fish’ 

https://fms.scot/

https://fms.scot/


Juvenile fish surveys 2024  
Bruachaig river (Ewe catchment) 
Hydropower monitoring contract 

  

(Very midgy!)

Salmon fry and salmon 
parr found upstream 
from Bruachaig falls.

Therefore, upstream 
fish pass working OK . . . 

Thank you to 
Kinlochewe estate



Bruachaig River habitat survey, 
summer 2024

many waterfalls . . . did wild salmon 
ever get upstream to headwaters?
  

Yes, they did, 
until at least 
the 1970s!



Bruachaig River habitat survey, summer 2024

to learn about the extent and quality of habitat in Srath 
Chrombuill to support a wild salmon population   

  



Bruachaig River habitat survey, summer 2024

Water is abstracted and diverted from headwater stream into Loch 
Fannich via a 1950s concrete pipeline and many associated intakes. 
  

(below) Flow of abstracted 
water from Bruachaig river 
[River Ewe] catchment at 
end of pipe, August 2024



Bruachaig River habitat survey, summer 2024 
  

Potential adult 
salmon holding 
pools, suitable 
salmon spawning 
habitat and nursery 
areas for salmon fry 
and salmon parr 
were recorded.

There is potential to 
for production of 
2500+ wild salmon 
smolts/year.



Bruachaig River 
habitat survey, 
summer 2024 
  



Bruachaig River habitat survey, summer 2024

Former salmon spawning areas?  
  



Bruachaig River habitat survey, summer 2024 
  



Bruachaig River habitat survey, summer 2024 
  

Large wetted area of good 
habitat to support a wild 
salmon population, 
contributing to the River 
Ewe system salmon 
population and fishery.

Contract habitat survey 
report available on request 
to:
info@wrft.org.uk
 

mailto:info@wrft.org.uk


Saprolegnia

Saprolegnia is a genus of water moulds often called cotton 
moulds because of the characteristic white or grey fibrous 
patches they form. Saprolegnia can affect the health of 
both adult and juvenile salmon and trout. Large salmon 
parr are often found with Saprolegnia lesions in late 
summer. 

Applecross River 5th September 2024 

Local sample collection for research project at Aberdeen 
University, led by Vasileios Kyparissis; see FMS Annual 
Review 2024 page 23 for further information.   

For sample collection for research project, thankyou to: 

Ray Dingwall (Inveran estate)
Alasdair Macdonald (Dundonnell estate)
Inverkerry fish farm (Hendrix Genetics) 

https://fms.scot/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/Fisheries-Management-Scotland-Annual-Review-2024.pdf
https://fms.scot/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/Fisheries-Management-Scotland-Annual-Review-2024.pdf


In many streams in Wester Ross, growth 
and production of juvenile salmon 
depends upon food availability.

Stonefly and Mayfly larvae







Well-fed one year old salmon and trout from the upper Balgy

Food availability varies according to catchment fertility.



Salmon stream 
nutrient 
restoration 
project

to restore 
missing 
nutrients from 
adult salmon 
that supported 
juvenile salmon 
production 



Salmon stream nutrient 
restoration project

to restore missing 
nutrients from adult 
salmon that supported 
juvenile salmon 
production 

In the past there were 
many more adult salmon 
carcasses and surplus 
eggs to provide nutrition 
for juvenile salmon.

With much less ‘marine 
derived’ nutrition in 
Wester Ross rivers in 
recent years, there is less 
food for juvenile salmon 
so more small skinny 
salmon parr.

This pilot project is 
exploring ways of providing 
supplementary nutrition to 
replace the missing adult 
salmon carcasses and 
surplus eggs.



Salmon stream 
nutrient restoration 
project

to restore missing 
nutrients from adult 
salmon that 
supported juvenile 
salmon production 

The project is based on 
methods developed nearby in 
the River Conon system by 
research scientists including 
Fionn Bernthal. 

Fionn’s PhD thesis can be 
found here:

https://theses.gla.ac.uk/8405
8/2/2023BernthalPhD.pdf

https://theses.gla.ac.uk/84058/2/2023BernthalPhD.pdf
https://theses.gla.ac.uk/84058/2/2023BernthalPhD.pdf


Salmon stream nutrient restoration project

baseline juvenile fish survey, autumn 2024  
Torridon River and Coulin River (Ewe headwaters) 

mostly small 
skinny parr . . . 



Salmon stream nutrient restoration project

baseline invertebrate survey October & November 2024 



Salmon stream nutrient restoration project
Salmon carcass analogue* nutrient application to two sites in three streams.
*high fishmeal content organic farm salmon feed in hessian bags buried in streambed  



Pics by Chloe Hall 

What difference has treatments made?
• kick sampling 9 April 2025



Salmon stream 
nutrient 
restoration 
project

to restore missing 
nutrients that 
support juvenile 
salmon 
production 

What difference has treatments made?
• kick sampling 9 April 2025



Salmon stream 
nutrient 
restoration 
project

Thank you to  
Beinn Eighe NNR
and volunteers

What difference has treatments made?
• sorting samples 9 April 2025



Salmon stream 
nutrient 
restoration project

Thank you to  
Beinn Eighe NNR
and volunteers

What difference has treatments made?
• sorting samples 9 April 2025



Salmon stream 
nutrient restoration 
project

Thank you to 
Beinn Eighe NNR
and volunteers

What difference has treatments made . . .?
• sorting samples 9 April 2025



Pics by Chloe Hall 

. . . more flat-headed 
mayfly larvae?



Please ask Chloe 
Hall or Katie Grant 
(Highlife Highland 
Countryside 
Ranger) about 
monitoring river 
flies in the Allt 
Beith [Aultbea 
River] . . .

Aultbea Guardians of Our Rivers 



First cast, River Balgy, 12th February 2025 

Thank you to River Balgy 
fishing proprietors, Alasdair 
Macdonald, Jim Raffell,  
Richard and Claire Munday,
Maree Todd MSP, piper 
Sandy Boyd and everyone 
else who came along . . .  



Fisheries 
Management 
Scotland 
Annual Meeting, 
20th March 2025.

FMS CEO Alan Wells 
presented poster about 
spring-spawning herring 
by Wester Ross to First 
Minister of Scotland, 
John Swinney

www.fms.scot

http://www.fms.scot/


Herring have 
also been 
important to 
people in 
Wester Ross 
for thousands 
of years.

Herring are a 
keystone 
species in 
coastal 
ecosystems. 



Herring have 
also been 
important to 
people in 
Wester Ross 
for thousands 
of years.

Herring are a 
keystone 
species in 
coastal 
ecosystems. 



Sea water filtering for herring eDNA for West of Scotland Herring 
Hunt Project  [WOSHH], February to April 2025 



Herring shoals move inshore, March 2025 

‘one of Scotland’s biggest wildlife 
spectacles!’ [in terms of biomass]:
humpback whale, 3 minke whale, 
40+ common dolphins, 30+ porpoises, 
50+ grey seals, 120 gannets, 
300 gulls (several spp.) . . . 



Search for herring eggs from North Erradale to 
Aultgrishan, 20th March 2025 

unsuccessful (?some videos still to review)



Search for herring eggs to west of Opinan, 3rd April 2025
Successful, plus many newly hatched herring larvae



Herring eggs filmed and collected from seabed on 4th April 2025
by Sara Nason and Rob McKean with support from James Cameron 



Seagrass in Wester Ross



Seagrass in Wester Ross

Seagrass beds were a search feature in the 2010 SNH Ullapool Approaches Survey

https://www.nature.scot/sites/default/files/2018-07/Publication%202011%20-%20SNH%20Commissioned%20Report%20422%20-%20The%20distribution%20of%20Priority%20Marine%20Features%20and%20MPA%20search%20features%20within%20the%20Ullapool%20approaches-a%20broadscale%20validation%20survey.pdf


Seagrass in 
Wester Ross

Seagrass 
beds are 
habitat for 
sea trout 
and other 
fish . . . 



Seagrass in 
Wester Ross

. . . so, it 
makes sense 
to protect 
seagrass beds



Restoring seagrass in Wester Ross

Over 1000 seagrass fragments with rhizomes and roots were recovered from 
beaches around Gairloch on 20th – 22nd December 2024, following a WNW storm



Restoring seagrass in Wester Ross

Christmas time 2024: sorting seagrass 
January 2025:  making a holding pond 

Thank you to Nic and Nicky Butler, Duncan and Kate 
Donald, and Janaka Balasuriya



Wester Ross Seagrass Restoration 
Project is now part of 

SMEEF Seagrass Meadows Scotland 

(left) Sue Ward and 
Diorbhail Wentworth 
at the introductory 
project meeting, 
Inverness, April 2025

(right) learning about 
methods of restoring 
seagrass & prototype 
seagrass seed planter.  

Katherine Knight 
(SMEEF Grants 
Officer) and others, 
Inverasdale 
February 2025    



Some of the seagrass fragments are sprouting in our seagrass pond!

Photos taken 
on Easter Day, 
21 April 2025

Thankyou very 
much to Duncan 
and Kate Donald 
and Nic and 
Nicky Butler! 



Interpretation 
panels DRAFTS
for viewpoint 
on A832 
(NC500) 
overlooking 
Gruinard Bay 
Wester Ross 
Marine 
Protected Area

Supported by

  



Interpretation 
panels DRAFTS
for viewpoint 
on A832 
(NC500) 
overlooking 
Gruinard Bay 
Wester Ross 
Marine 
Protected Area

Supported by

  



The Wester Ross 
MPA may be a be a 
breeding area for 
the Flapper Skate.

This one was found 
on the shore nearby 
yesterday (23 April 
2025)

Photo by Roger 
McLachlan 



Interpretation 
panels DRAFTS
for viewpoint 
on A832 
(NC500) 
overlooking 
Gruinard Bay 
Wester Ross 
Marine 
Protected Area

Supported by

  



Interpretation 
panels DRAFTS
for viewpoint 
on A832 
(NC500) 
overlooking 
Gruinard Bay 
Wester Ross 
Marine 
Protected Area

Supported by

  



A stronghold for wild salmon?

  

about Guido Rahr (Wild Salmon Centre President and CEO) 



Thank you to:

 

and to many helpers, volunteers, estates, 
keepers, anglers, wildlife enthusiasts and 

others for much support in 2024 and 2025
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