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Chairman’s Foreword 

Hughie Campbell Adamson 

This report covers the calendar year 2020, and the outbreak and subsequent restrictions caused by 

Covid-19. 

It has been a particularly difficult year for our fisheries, with severely reduced income. I am pleased 

we were able to slash the levy, and this was achieved through delaying the marketing plans, and by 

digging into reserves. 

As we all know, there are two methods of estimating migratory fish runs, and these are clearly by 

physical counting and by extrapolating figures from catches. Both have not been reliably available to 

us, with the failure of the Logie counter, and with the reduced angling effort, caused by the pandemic. 

That said, it is clear we do not face a crisis on either the North or South Esks, although the data from 

the Bervie is too small to make a judgement. 

The failure of the Logie Fish Counter is a particular concern to us. The data set is world renowned, and 

is used by the International Council for the Exploration of the Sea (ICES), and often quoted in NASCO 

(North Atlantic Salmon Conservation Organisation) meetings, much to the pride of Marine Scotland. 

Yet the Counter has not been reliable for three years, and is now declared to be irreparable. Vague 

promises are made of work starting in 2022, but seeing is believing. 

I would like to thank Craig very much for his hard work and patience, and board members for adapting 

so well to Zoom meetings and yet still giving their sage advice. We should be most grateful to the River 

Bailiff, Steve, for adjusting so willingly and for taking on the extra responsibility. 

 Finally, the Board is clearly funded by proprietors, so thank you, together with our anglers, for your 

continued support. 
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Esk DSFB Board Members 2020 

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) Retired March 2020 

Glenogil Estate (Mandate Andrew Montgomery) 

Lord Ramsay, Dalhousie Estate 

Ian Runcie, Brechin Angling Club 

Lower Proprietor 

Martin Stansfeld 

Co-optees 

Tom Sampson (Esk Rivers & Fisheries Trust) 

John McDougall (Montrose & District Angling Club) 

Tony Sellers (Kirriemuir Angling Club) 

Blair Cunningham (Inverbervie Angling Club) 

Paul Strawson, Freshney Developments (effective from 27th May 2020) 

 

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 2020 Season 

The 2020 salmon fishing season was disrupted in the Spring with the emergence of Covid-19.  The 

Scottish Government announced the first ‘lockdown’ on 24th March 2020, which effectively ended 

salmon fishing in Scotland, with everyone facing restrictions on how long they could spend out of 

doors, how far they could travel for recreational purposes, and what activities they could undertake.  

Recreational salmon fishing was allowed to resume on 29th May 2020, however the restrictions on 

travel meant that only local fishing was allowed.  Further easing of restrictions followed in June and 

then July 2020, which allowed some travel for salmon fishing, although restrictions remained on 

accommodation which affected many fisheries.  With very little fishing taking place between 24th 

March and 29th May, obviously Spring catches were significantly affected.  However, even with all 

the travel restrictions throughout almost the entire season, salmon and sea trout catches were 

relatively healthy. 

River North Esk 

The total catch for salmon and grilse in 2020 was 1254, with 671 salmon caught and 583 grilse (see 

Fig 1).  This is an decrease from the 1721 salmon and grilse caught in 2019 and below the 5-year 

average of 1402.  The catch and release rate was 87.3%, the highest rate for the North Esk since 

catch and release records began in 1994. 
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Figure 1.  Salmon rod catches for the North Esk from 1952-2020 with Catch and Release Rate (black 

line) since 1994. 

The 2020 Sea trout catch was 307 against a 5-year average of 254 (Fig 2). 

 

Figure 2.  Sea trout rod catches for the North Esk from 1952-2020 
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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 

Marine Scotland Logie Fish Counter 

The Logie Fish Counter operated by Marine Scotland was damaged in December 2018 and again in 

July 2019, and unfortunately it has not been repaired at the time of producing this report 

(September 2021).  Two out of the three channels (figure 4) are operational, allowing Marine 

Scotland Science to develop a model to estimate the total number of salmon over the fish counter.  

This is achieved by using historical fish counter records, analysing counts for each channel, relating 

which channels were used under certain river heights, and applying the results to the counts over 

the two operational channels in 2020. 

For 2020, Marine Scotland Science estimated the number of fish over the fish counter as 12,550 

(lower estimate 9955; upper estimate 15,853).  This is a significant increase on the 2019 figure of 

8928 and above the 5 year average of 9509.  Marine Scotland Science have been unable to provide 

monthly figures for 2020, and therefore we are unable to analyse when the main salmon runs were. 

However, the trend in recent years is for the main runs to be in July and August, with a reduction in 

the Spring and Autumn runs. 
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Figure 4. North Esk Logie Fish Counter. 

 

Figure 5.  North Esk Logie Fish Counter Data for 1981-2020 
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River South Esk 

The salmon catch on the South Esk was 561, with 353 salmon and 208 grilse caught.  The catch and 

release rate for the season was 96%, the highest figure since records began in 1994.  The total 

salmon catch was the highest recorded on the South Esk since 2016, even with the Covid-19 

restrictions, and above the 5-year average for salmon and grilse of 534. 

 

Figure 6.  Salmon rod catches for the South Esk from 1952-2020 with Catch and Release rate (black 

line). 

In 2020, 533 sea trout were caught, an increase on the 446 caught in 2019, and nearly exactly the 5-

years average of 448.  The catch and release rate for sea trout was 96.4%. 
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Figure 7. Sea trout catches on the South Esk from 1952-2020. 

River Bervie 

The reported catch for the River Bervie in 2020 was 7 salmon and 5 grilse, along with 2 sea trout. 

River Lunan 

There were no salmon or sea trout caught on the River Lunan in 2020.  Esk Rivers & Fisheries Trust 

hold the lease for salmon fishing from the Crown Estate in 2016. 

 

3. Esk DSFB Conservation Policies 

For 2020, the Esk DSFB Conservation Code recommended that all salmon be returned.  The 2021 

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 2020 was Grade 1, which states that the Government is confident that the salmon stocks are 

in good health.  The North Esk has been classified as Grade 1 for 2021 and 2022. 

The South Esk was categorised as Grade 2 for 2020, a change from the Grade 1 classification in 2019.  

The Grade 2 classification continued for 2021 and for 2022.  The River Bervie and River Lunan have 

both been categorised as Grade 3, which means that catch & release is mandatory. 
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4. Enforcement Activities 

Long standing water bailiff, Nigel McMullan, took voluntary retirement from the Board at the end of 

January 2020, ending 25 years of employment with the Board.  The Board wishes to thank Nigel for 

his years of service, and wishes him well with his future endeavours.  

Therefore, for the 2020 season, the Board employed one full-time water bailiff to patrol the District, 

including coastal waters, and enforce fisheries legislation.  The Scottish Government restrictions 

resulted in an increase in local people using the river environment, with an increase in reports of 

people fishing without permission.  No arrests were made during the 2020 season, however Police 

officers did attend an incident with the water bailiff where an unofficial warning was given. 

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 bailiff in 

their duties.  In 2020 there were eight volunteer water bailiffs operating as the ‘eyes and ears’ of the 

rivers. 

The Board wishes to thank the efforts of the volunteer water bailiffs throughout the 2020 season. 

5. Issues currently affecting salmon and sea trout 

The main issues affecting salmon and sea trout remain 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 2020: 

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 

key times of the day.  This programme was extended to the River South Esk in 2020 with assistance 

from Southesk Estate, Finavon Castle Water, Airlie Estates, 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 (see Esks Rivers & Fisheries Trust 

Activities below). 

Scottish Invasives Species Initiative (SISI) 

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 
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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 the 2020 season invasive plant control continued despite significant disruption from Covid-19 and 

resulting lockdowns. This was undertaken primarily by SISI staff, landowners/managers already 

involved in the project and deployment of contractors in specific areas to fill gaps in coverage or 

where the problem was particularly bad for Hogweed. There was very little public volunteering 

possible due to restrictions.  

On the North Esk Giant Hogweed control was undertaken from the upstream location at Stracathro 

to a new extended downstream point that included the whole of Canterland beat. There are 

significant problem areas within this control area, but the situation continues to improve as control 

takes place. 

On the South Esk Giant Hogweed control continued from the upstream location at Cortachy, 

downstream to the East Kintrocket area. Progress remains difficult as the infestation is much more 

stubborn in many areas on the South Esk, and 

there are a number of mid catchment 

locations that present significant challenges. 

There are also a few outbreaks of Japanese 

Knotweed on the South Esk that SISI staff are 

working to eradicate before they become 

anything severe.  

For both the North and South Esk, we have 

now identified and reached a control area size 

that is feasible for scope and resources of the 

SISI project. On the North Esk the terrain and 

extent of the hogweed infestation on the left 

bank at Morphie makes any further control downstream unviable, and on the South Esk the cut off 

point for feasible control has been identified at East Kintrocket for the same reasons. Control in our 

identified areas will continue for 2021 and 22 on both rivers and we hope to have the situation 

resolved or vastly improved on the upper and middle areas of both rivers by the end of 22. There are 

significant challenges posed by the bottom areas of both rivers and thought will need to be given to 

how a successful control regime can be brought in to deal with the areas - most likely through their 

own separate project/control model. 

6.  Esks Rivers & Fisheries Trust Activities 

The Esks Rivers and Fisheries Trust (ERFT) undertakes scientific monitoring of the fish stocks within 

the fishery district, and also works to improve the aquatic environment, as well as educating 

stakeholders on river management and ecology.  ERFT is also a member of the River South Esk 

Catchment Partnership, which developed a catchment plan for the South Esk and includes 

representatives from Government and Non-Government organisations. 
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In 2020, ERFT obtained a grant from 

Scottish Natural Heritage under their 

Biodiversity Challenge Fund to improve 

the aquatic environment at five locations 

in Glen Clova.  Despite the Covid-19 

restrictions, ERFT was able to complete 

this work, which was designed by cbec Ltd 

consultants, and installed by McGowans 

Ltd contractors.  Large wood structures 

(see photo) were installed at the locations 

which will provide better habitat for adult 

and juvenile salmonid fish, as well 

encouraging natural river processes.  

Using a grant from the Cairngorms 

National Park Authority, ERFT were also able to install an additional site near Glen Clova Hotel. 

National Electrofishing Programme for Scotland (NEPS) 

In 2018, Marine Scotland Science initiated a new Scotland-wide programme using fishery boards and 

trusts to collect juvenile population data from electrofishing surveys.  This is a long term programme 

aimed at providing better information about the state of salmon and trout populations across 

Scotland, and at a local level can help to inform management by identifying problem areas.  Due to 

Covid-19, the programme did not run in 2020, however the 2019 results were published (see figure). 

 

The coloured markers show where the surveys were carried out in the River South Esk, River North 

Esk and River Bervie in 2019.  Red and orange markers indicate that fish numbers were below that 

expected at the site, with blue and purple markers indicating fish numbers were greater than 

expected.  As can be seen, the majority of markers within the Esk district show numbers lower than 

expected, however it must be noted that 2019 was a very wet summer, which does impact on the 

effectiveness of the electrofishing technique (it is harder to catch fish with more water).  It is also 

worth noting that the sites we surveyed were allocated by computer model by Marine Scotland 

Science, and were not necessarily those that best reflect the status of the juvenile populations in the 
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rivers.  The NEPS project is a long term commitment to monitor and learn about juvenile populations 

in Scotland, and the programme is continuing in 2021 after the 2020 hiatus. 

Education 

In 2019, ERFT started a new programme of working with schools and local groups to teach children 

about the aquatic environment and introduce them to angling.  The Finavon Castle Water Beat on 

the River South Esk has very kindly allowed ERFT use of a fishing hut, which was transformed into a 

riverside classroom by the beat’s estate manager, Iain MacMaster.  Four schools and a local cubs 

group were invited to the river to learn about fish, insects and rural life.  As with many activities, 

ERFT were unable to run the project in 2020 due to Covid-19, however it is hoped that the project 

can be resurrected in 2022. 

7. 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. 

8. Responses to Development Consultations 

The Board was consulted on a range of development applications in 2020.  The Board continues to 

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

District, including the Seagreen Wind Farm that is currently under construction. 

The Board was consulted on work to the Marykirk Viaduct by Network Rail and carried out a fish 

movement at the site during construction work.  Other consultations included forestry plans for Glen 

Clova and harvesting plans on Hunthill Estate; the East Coast Overhead Power Line; the Marywell 

Bridge on the River Lunan; and Scottish Water work on a tributary of the River North Esk. 

The Board has also been consulted on the dredging and dredge material removal from the Montrose 

Port area, at the mouth of the River South Esk.  Based on work carried out in Aberdeen Harbour by 

the Dee DSFB, the Esk Board is concerned that dredging work carried out in the Spring may have 

detrimental impacts on smolts as they leave the river to begin their marine migration.  The Board is 

engaging with the Montrose Port Authority and NatureScot to attempt address these issues. 

9. Complaints 

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

Board in 2020. 

10. 2020 Annual Accounts 

The Board’s accountants are Walker & Harris of Brechin.  The 2020 Annual Accounts are attached to 

this report as Appendix B. 

11. Register of Members’ Interests 

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

public inspection upon application. 
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12. Planned activities for 2021 

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

2003, in 2021 the Esk DSFB will: 

Hold the Annual Meeting for Qualified Proprietors. 

Hold the Annual Public Meeting. 

Publish this 2020 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 

September 2021 
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Appendix A.  Esk DSFB Conservation Code for 2020 

The Esk District Conservation Policy 2021 

• 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.  2020 Annual Accounts 
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