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Chairman’s Foreword 

This report covers the calendar year of 2019, before the outbreak of Covid-19 and its severe 

ramifications on so many aspects of our lives. 

Whilst 2019 was not a great year for salmon and seatrout runs, there was an improvement on 2018. 

Our rivers still have sufficient fish ascending them to ensure the continuation of the runs, but there 

is no doubt that numbers are well down on the halcyon days. 

Killing fish in the numbers we continue to do on the North and South Esks will not at the moment 

make any significant difference to the strength of ensuing runs. The reason for this is that the vast 

majority of anglers put their fish back, and it is only a few who continue to kill. That lack of restraint 

by that minority does cause resentment, and does besmirch the reputation of our rivers. It was a 

pity that we were unable to maintain the provisional agreement of South Esk proprietors to adopt 

catch and release. Had it been ratified, I believe it could have formed the backbone of a successful 

campaign to attract anglers back to the South Esk. 

Many anglers ask why we allow the killing of fish on our rivers, and do not follow the example of the 

majority of rivers in Scotland, and of countries in the world, in banning it. As a Board we cannot 

arbitrarily do so, unless we have unanimous agreement of all owners. This is unlikely to be achieved 

unfortunately as some proprietors quite justifiably believe that the decision whether to kill or not 

should be left to the angler. Where this breaks down is where that angler abuses that trust and kills 

indiscriminately. 

Hughie Campbell Adamson 

Chairman of the Esk District Salmon Fishery Board 
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Esk DSFB Board Members 2019 

The Esk District Salmon Fishery Board was elected at the Triennial Elections held on 17th January 

2019. 

Upper Proprietors 

Michael Henderson (Mandate Neil Anderson) 

Hugh Campbell-Adamson (Chair of the Esk DSFB) 

Southesk Estate (Mandate Jonathan Dymock) 

Wainstones Estate (Mandate Tom Festing) 

Glenogil Estate (Mandate Andrew Montgomery) 

Simon Ramsay 

Ian Runcie 

Lower Proprietor 

Martin Stansfeld 

Co-optees 

Tom Sampson (Esk Rivers & Fisheries Trust) 

John MacDougall (Montrose & District Angling Club) 

Tony Sellers (Kirriemuir Angling Club) 

Blair Cunningham (Inverbervie Angling Club) 

 

Clerk to the Board 

Dr Craig MacIntyre 

 

River Bailiffs 

Steven Hawkins 

Nigel McMullan (to January 2020) 

 

Scottish Invasives Species Initiative (SISI) Project Officer 

Mark Purrmann-Charles 
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1. Introduction 

Under the Salmon and Freshwater Fisheries (Consolidation) (Scotland) Act 2003, as amended by the 

Salmon and Aquaculture Fisheries (Scotland) Act 2013, the Esk District Salmon Fishery Board is 

required to produce an Annual Report to be considered at the Annual Meeting of Qualified 

Proprietors.  The report is obliged to report on the activities of the Board in carrying out their 

function, a summary of what the Board intends to do in the following year, report on any 

complaints, and report on how the Board has complied with its good governance requirements. 

In addition, the Annual Report is an opportunity for the Board to report on the health of the rivers 

and salmon populations in the Salmon Fishery District, and to put that into context with other rivers 

in Scotland. 

2. The 2019 Season 

North Esk 

The total catch for salmon and grilse in 2019 was 1721, with 916 salmon caught and 805 grilse (see 

Fig 1).  This is an increase of 42% from 2018 and above the 5-year average of 1473 for salmon and 

grilse.  The spring catch was 180, compared with the 5-year average of 285.  The catch and release 

rate was 87%. 

 

Figure 1.  Salmon rod catches for the North Esk from 1952-2019 

The 2018 Sea trout catch was 334 caught against a 5-year average of 280 (Fig 2). 
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Figure 2.  Sea trout rod catches for the North Esk from 1952-2019 

With the purchase of the salmon fishing rights for the Lower Kinnaber beat, the Esk DSFB closed the 

net & coble salmon netting station at the Nab in December 2018.  This meant that there was no 

netting for salmon throughout the 2019 season.  The graph of net & coble catches in figure 3 is 

shown for historical context. 

 

Figure 3.  North Esk Net & Coble catches from 1952-2018 
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The Logie Fish Counter operated by Marine Scotland was damaged in December 2018 and again in 

July 2019, with the result that a full count for 2019 has not been possible.  However, Marine 

Scotland were able to estimate the upstream count as 8,928 for 2019, using the partial count 

available and relating that to river height and counts in previous years.  The count of 8,928 is an 

increase of just over 20% from 2018, however still below the 5-year average of 9420. 

 

Figure 4.  North Esk Logie Fish Counter Data for 1981-2019 

The timing of fish entering the river followed the similar trends of the previous 3 years, when the 

biggest runs of fish were in July, compared with previous peaks in May and then October (Fig 5).  

However, the low counts of fish from August to October were concerning, albeit following a similar 

trend to recent years. 
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Figure 5.  North Esk Logie Fish Counter Data for 2019 season 

Comment on 2019 North Esk Season 

With 2019 being the first season in living memory when no salmon netting took place (either in the 

river on in the coast), it was heartening to see the catch increase by 42% and the number of fish over 

the Logie counter increase by 20% (albeit with caveats).  Compared to 2018, fishing conditions were 

far better in 2019, with rain and good water heights throughout the season, and this undoubtedly 

contributed to the increase in catches.  The better fishing conditions and more fish in the river were 

the main factors in the increase in grilse catches. 

South Esk 

The salmon catch on the South Esk was 496, with 301 salmon and 195 grilse caught.  The catch and 

release rate for the season was 92%.  The 5-year average for salmon and grilse is 542. 
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Figure 6.  Salmon rod catches for the South Esk from 1952-2019. 

In 2019, 446 sea trout were caught, a significant increase on the 225 caught in 2018, however still 

below the 5-year average of 503. 

 

Figure 7. Sea trout catches on the South Esk from 1952-2019. 
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Bervie 

The reported catch for the River Bervie in 2019 was 3 salmon and 22 grilse, along with 2 sea trout. 

Lunan 

There were no salmon or sea trout caught on the River Lunan in 2018.  Esk Rivers & Fisheries Trust 

took on the lease for salmon fishing from the Crown Estate in 2016. 

 

3. Esk DSFB Conservation Policies 

For 2019, the Board has amended its Conservation Code to confirm the law concerning catch and 

release of Spring stocks, and to make recommendations to protect fish and remind anglers of best 

practice.  The Conservation Code is attached as Appendix A. 

The Scottish Government continues to refine their method for classifying rivers under The 

Conservation of Salmon (Scotland) Regulations 2016.  The Conservation Classification for the North 

Esk for 2019 is Grade 1, which states that the Government is confident that the salmon stocks are in 

good health.  The South Esk has also been categorised as Grade 1 for 2019, a change from the Grade 

2 classification in 2018: Although the Board feels that the Grade 2 classification better reflects the 

situation on the South Esk, it does not have the evidence to challenge the Scottish Government 

classification.  The River Bervie and River Lunan have both been categorised as Grade 3, which 

means that catch & release is mandatory. 

4. Enforcement Activities 

Throughout the 2019 season, the Board employed two full-time river bailiffs to patrol the District, 

including coastal waters, and enforce fisheries legislation.  The majority of enforcement activities 

involved preventing illegal fishing, which did not require police intervention.  The Board also 

warranted volunteer water bailiffs to assist the full-time bailiffs in their duties.  In 2019 there were 

eight volunteer water bailiffs operating in the district. 

5. Issues currently affecting salmon and sea trout 

The main issues affecting salmon and sea trout are poor marine survival rates.  In the 1960s and 

1970s, it was estimated that between 25-30% of all salmon smolts that left the river returned as 

adult salmon.  Since then, the marine survival rates have decreased to an estimated 4-5% in 2019: 

this means that for every 100,000 salmon smolts that migrate from a river, only 4-5000 salmon are 

estimated to return.  The main reason for this decline in marine survival rates is thought to be 

changes in the climate in the North Atlantic, which has affected the salmon feeding grounds, leading 

to smaller and fewer grilse, and salmon having to travel further to reach their feeding grounds.  It is 

also possible that salmon are being caught as by-catch in sea fisheries, especially mackerel, herring 

and whiting fisheries, which occupy roughly the same part of the water column as migrating salmon.  

Scientists from across Europe are addressing this particular issue and are trying to develop methods 

to identify if salmon are being caught as by-catch.  The third issue is predation on migrating salmon, 

from fish, seals, dolphins, and birds, such as sawbill ducks and cormorants. 

On the North Esk, migrating salmon smolts have been protected from sawbill ducks through the 

smolt shepherding programme.  This programme aims to maximise the number of smolts escaping 

the river through a combination of scaring and shooting tactics targeting key locations in the river at 
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key times of the day.  This programme was extended to the River South Esk in 2019 with assistance 

from Southesk Estate, Finavon Castle Water, Airlie Estates and Glenogil Estate, along with roaming 

shepherding carried out by the Esk DSFB bailiffs. 

Historic land management practices have reduced habitat complexity for salmon and sea trout 

through straightening of streams, which can lead to diffuse pollution entering watercourses.  These 

practices have reduced the number of smolts the rivers can produce, and the Board is keen to 

support measures that improve habitat for salmon and trout. 

Invasive non-native plants, such as Giant Hogweed and Himalayan balsam, create monocultures of 

plants, which reduce the invertebrate populations of the rivers, and thus the amount of food 

available for juvenile salmonids.  These plants can also reduce the stability of river banks, leading to 

increased bank erosion and an excess of fine sediments entering the rivers.  The Esk DSFB and Esk 

Rivers & Fisheries Trust began a new project in 2017 to control invasive weeds and American mink in 

the river catchments.  The Scottish Invasives Species Initiative (SISI) is a four-year project led by 

Scottish Natural Heritage with a grant from the Heritage Lottery Fund, and engages with local 

volunteers to better control these invasive species.  

In 2019, 24km of river bank of the North Esk were treated for Giant hogweed, 50km of river bank of 

the South Esk for Giant hogweed and Japanese knotweed, and 7km of river bank of the River Bervie 

for Japanese knotweed.  Himalayan balsam was controlled at a number of locations across Angus 

and South Aberdeenshire, with 242 hours spent on this by SISI staff and volunteers.  For American 

mink, 40 animals were caught and killed in 2019, using 30 volunteers with 29 traps in continuous 

use. 

6. Mixed Stock and Net Fisheries 

The Scottish Government continued its prohibition on coastal netting for salmon under the 

Conservation of Salmon (Scotland) Regulations 2016, and the Board understands that the 

Government has no plans to allow coastal netting in the immediate future.  The policy was reviewed 

in 2019 by Scottish Government, and the decision was made to continue with the moratorium on 

netting. 

With the purchase of the salmon fishing rights at the mouth of the North Esk, the Board is pleased 

that the investment in the river has resulted in an immediate increase in the number of fish entering 

the river.  Compared to 2018, catches of salmon increased by 40% in 2019, and the number of fish 

over the fish counter increased by 20%. 

7. Responses to Development Consultations 

The Board was consulted on a range of development applications in 2019.  The Board continues to 

be consulted on four proposed offshore windfarms that would affect salmon and sea trout from the 

District.  The Scottish Government has granted permission for these sites to proceed, however the 

Board is seeking commitments from the Government and the developers that any impacts on 

salmon and sea trout will be properly researched and monitored.   

In May 2019, the Esk DSFB was appointed as Ecological Clerk of Works for significant in-river works 

at Marykirk Viaduct.  The works took 10 weeks to complete, and Esk DSFB staff ensured fish were 

not prevented from upstream migration, and monitored water quality and any other issues 

associated with the works. 
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8. Complaints 

The Clerk to the Board maintains a complaints procedure.  No complaints were lodged with the 

Board in 2019. 

9. 2019 Annual Accounts 

The Board’s accountants are Walker & Harris of Brechin.  The 2019 Annual Accounts are attached to 

this report as Appendix B. 

10. Register of Members’ Interests 

The Clerk to the Board maintains a Register of Members’ Interests.  This register is available for 

public inspection upon application. 

11. Planned activities for 2020 

To comply with Section 46E of the Salmon and Freshwater Fisheries (Consolidation)(Scotland) Act 

2003, in 2019 the Esk DSFB will: 

Hold the Annual Meeting for Qualified Proprietors. 

Hold the Annual Public Meeting. 

Publish this 2019 Annual Report. 

Undertake other works as the Board considers necessary for the protection and improvement of 

fisheries in the District. 

 

Dr Craig MacIntyre 

Clerk to the Esk District Salmon Fishery Board 

May 2020 
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Appendix A.  Esk DSFB Conservation Code for 2020 

The Esk District Conservation Policy 2020 

• The fishing season will run from 17th February to 31st October for the River North 

Esk, River South Esk, and River Lunan.   

• The season for the River Bervie runs from 25th February to 31st October. 

• It is a criminal offence to retain a salmon or grilse prior to 1st May under The 

Conservation of Salmon (Annual Close Time and Catch and Release) (Scotland) 

Regulations 2014.  By law any salmon or grilse that is severely injured or damaged, 

dies or is killed before this date must be returned to the river. 

• Rivers North Esk and South Esk 

• In view of the current fluctuating runs of salmon and sea trout, the Board strongly 

recommends the return of all fish throughout the season, especially in the Spring 

until 15th June. 

• River Bervie and River Lunan 

• Under the Conservation of Salmon (Scotland) Regulations 2016, all salmon caught in 

the River Bervie and River Lunan must be released.  The Board strongly recommends 

the return of all sea trout throughout the season. 

• All Rivers 

• The Board recommends that the use of single or double barbless hooks be used to 

secure the safe release of fish.  No treble hooks should be used. 

• All fish handling should be kept to a minimum to prevent damage to the fish. 

Knotless landing nets with a small mesh size and a shallow, wide bottom should be 

used where possible.  Inappropriate handling of fish can lead to greater risk of 

infection from bacteria and the fungus Saprolegnia. 

• To help prevent the spread of disease and parasites, such as Gyrodactylus salaris, all 

anglers should disinfect waders and landing nets prior to fishing. 

 

Hughie Campbell Adamson 

Chairman, Esk District Salmon Fishery Board 
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Appendix B.  2019 Annual Accounts 
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