River Halladale
River Report  2009

Rod catches

The total reported catch for 2009 was 661 salmon and grilse and 11 seatrout.  The overall five year average of salmon and grilse has moved from 649 last year to 656 this year. The number of salmon in the catch was the lowest for six years at 109 (16.5%) and the five year average percentage of salmon caught to total catch moved from 31.4% down to 29.1%.

In terms of the weather the 2009 season was the opposite of 2008 i.e. an exceptionally dry spring and early summer till mid July and then good water levels most weeks till the end of the season -- with an exceptional 10ft spate in early September.

There was a heavy run of grilse when the weather finally broke in July and the run continued throughout July and most of August.  However fish entering the river seemed to run rapidly through the bottom beats.

The result was that Beat 1 again had the most fish with 240, Beat 2 – 93, Beat 3 – 87 and Beat 4 – 41 a significant change from the more normal fairly even spread.  The Upper River and the Dyke also did exceptionally well with 200 fish, a high proportion sealiced suggesting again that a lot of fish ran straight through the lower beats.

Bank damage etc

The 10ft spate in early September which appeared to be mainly concentrated on the main river caused quite a bit of damage.  The Upper River suffered with damage to the gabions at Glen a Gobhair and Forsinain (the centre one disappeared altogether) the weir at Gracies and severe gravel washouts at Smegil burn, Forsil/head of Runout and Calgarry. 

Forsil itself was raised about 2 feet and the gravel build up at the head of Runout has sent the current down the right hand side of the river causing severe damage to the  bank as far as the seat below the first croy.

Staff

Willie and Reuben carried on with the infrastructure maintenance and repair from the 2006/7 damage.  The gauge fixings on the beats will be changed and strengthened for 2010 and work will be done to ‘tidy up’ the huts.

Audey Imlach has again made a major contribution organising lettings for the river, looking after the houses and the administration.

Dams

Some continuing repairs were made to the apron at Loch Sainn but this is ongoing and more work will need to be carried out next year.

Conservation measures.

Some 69% of fish were returned in 2009 (454 fish) – the highest total reached so far since voluntary catch and release was introduced in 1998.  Last year’s percentage was exceptionally low at 55 % but the rising trend is in line with catch and release in Scotland generally where the 2008 percentage was 61%.

However the Total of Salmon caught each year for the last three years and the number of Spring Salmon caught has fallen significantly.  As a result for 2010 the catch and release rules for Spring Salmon (Opening day to 15 June) have been changed to make the first salmon returnable, the second able to be kept and so on.  

A larger number of seatrout were caught in the river this year in line with the experience of other rivers on the North and West Coasts – and several larger seatrout were returned (2 – 4 1/2 lbs).  We would like to encourage the return of most / all of the seatrout caught in line with national policy.

The St Andrews team continued with the water quality monitoring exercises again this year.   They confirmed reasonable levels of water quality in general but have identified a problem of continuing release of nitrates from areas of forestry felled to waste by RSPB on both sides of the catchment (Upper Dyke and  Sletill areas).  We are looking into how to counter this problem which has been the cause of excessive weed growth in low flows.

The electro fishing exercises this year monitoring levels of fry and parr at sites on the main stem and the Dyke confirmed that levels were average to good in all year groups.

The Partners are broadly supportive of using the nets to support scientific research and discussions are in process on future sources of funding for an enlarged research programme whose success will affect how the ‘nets’ are operated in the  future. A full DNA analysis of the net caught fish to determine their rivers of origin will be a precursor to any ongoing research programme.

Spawning and hatchery
Making an accurate assessment of spawning (late October to December) has been made difficult by high water.   The number of spawners appeared to be good with a fair number of larger fish.

With the problems caused in the hatchery over the last two years by using mains water, Willie has installed a recirculatory system using river water for 2009/10. Some 50,000 eggs have been successfully placed in the hatchery in spite of problems of catching up in high water.

The intention is to place most of these out as eyed ova in incubation boxes  in the upper Hope,  the upper Dyke, Smegil burn and possibly the burn from Sainn and Saird and Dai’s burn in Jan/ Feb. – weather permitting.
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Post Script.

The severe weather conditions in January and February 2010 resulted in some spectacular ice flows which are shown in the photos below. Given the continuing high water it is too early to tell if there has been significant damage to any pools. Despite the severity of the weather on monday 8th February Alan Munro was `broken` by a large fish at the bottom of Run-Out. Maybe a sign for a better spring run !
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Forsinain Pool 
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Cemetry Pool
