River Halladale                                                                                
River report 2010

Rod catches

The total reported for 2010 was 1318 salmon and grilse and 6 seatrout .  The five year average for salmon and grilse has moved to 775 (2009- 656).  

All time records were broken by a wide margin for total catch and number of salmon  caught  at 450 .  Scale reading in 2009 has shown that a number of 6lb fish caught in May are in fact 2SW fish so the national Fisheries Research definition which we use probably understates significantly the number of 2SW salmon caught.

In terms of the weather the start of the year had reasonable rainfall but from mid July and almost without a break till the end of the season there were good water levels.

The season started late and began slowly but the numbers of spring fish caught were significantly up on the five year average by mid June.  When the weather broke in mid July there were good runs of grilse which kept going till mid August accompanied also by a good run of summer salmon. This left a very good head of fish in the river for September, refreshed by some fresh runs of fish.

Again and probably due to the ample water levels Beat 1 was remarkable with 426 fish, Beat 2 -222, Beat 3 – 202 and Beat 4 – 190.  (2009 -240, 93, 87 and 45).  The Upper River and the Dyke also did reasonably well with 221 and 57 fish (2009 – 147 and 53).  There were some amazing weekly catches with a record 240 fish caught in the third week in September – a decent annual total some years ago, two further weeks of over 150 fish and two more with over 100 fish.

The excellent water levels appear to have coincided on the North Coast with a better ocean return rate for salmon and grilse than  in recent times  leading to exceptional catches almost across the board.  The Thurso had an extraordinary year with some 3,300 fish, the Wick had about 1020, the Forss 400, the Naver said to be 2000+, the Borgie 959 and the Helmsdale about 2,600.

Bank damage etc.

The very cold and severe weather this winter( especially in December) resulted in at least two major ice spates  carrying down large sheets of ice from 6”to 1’ thick. There was some damage and appropriate repairs will be made. 
Staff

Willie and Reuben were busy in the 2010 season tidying the huts and putting in new gauges and giving additional attention to bank strimming.

The workload for 2011 looks to be high, repairing infrastructure that has been damaged over the winter.

Audrey has again organized the lettings and looked after the properties and the administration most ably.

Dams

Continuing repairs were made to the apron at Loch Sainn as part of an ongoing  programme. 

Conservation measures

Some 78 % (1023) fish were returned this year due in part to the large number of fish caught by several parties (2009 – 69%) though the percentage was much lower at 56 % up to  mid June.  The average for Scotland for the 2009 season was 67%.

The Halladale Conservation Code will remain the same with the additional protection to Spring Salmon (Opening Day, 12 January , to 15 June) being maintained with the first salmon returnable, the second able to be kept and so on. It will then revert to the first fish being keepable , the second returned etc. In order to keep mortality rates as low as possible with returned fish we would strongly urge fisherman to use double hooks only for all sizes.

Five seatrout were caught in the river this year  with a remarkable fish of 14lbs being caught in the estuary on the last day of the season by a very experienced fisherman.  Most fish were in the 1 ½ to 2lb bracket. This was down from last year (11 fish). We are asking for all seatrout to be returned in line with National policy.

Water quality monitoring was again carried out this year confirming the presence of excess nitrates from felling to waste in the Dyke and Slethill areas.

Preliminary discussions have been held with RSPB who own these areas to avoid the problem recurring and these will be ongoing.

The normal electrofishing stock assessment exercises were unable to take place this year owing to high water levels.  Observations of parr densities in fishing areas appeared to confirm satisfactory levels.

Spawning and Hatchery

High water has made an accurate assessment of spawning difficult but it would appear, unsurprisingly from the very high numbers of fish in the river this autumn, that the numbers on the redds were good. 

Some 70,000 eggs were successfully placed in the hatchery and at the present time are starting to eye up.  

The intention is to place out most of these eyed ova in incubation boxes in either high altitude low density areas (Hope & Dyke) or where migrating fish can’t reach (eg Smegill Burn etc.) in February.
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