
There is no doubt that, in common with many west coast rivers, the sea trout runs on the Annan 

River have decreased greatly. The main contributory factors are probably changes in the climate, 

changes to the marine environment and deterioration to the spawning habitat. However, we believe 

that the collapse in reported sea trout catches does not reflect the true number of this species in the 

fishery owing to the fact that sea trout fishing effort on the river has reduced to almost negligible 

levels. There are a number of reasons for this. 

Firstly, when the Fishery Board applied for a Conservation Order banning the killing of spring salmon 

before the 1st of June each year, a mistake was made in wording of the bill which also banned the 

taking of sea trout before this date. As a consequence, very few sea trout anglers began fishing 

before the above date. 

In addition, the six summers prior to 2013 have been exceptionally wet and cold. Conditions have 

thus been very poor for sea trout fishing and many local anglers have simply ceased their pursuit of 

sea trout and have concentrated their efforts on salmon fishing instead. The sea trout fishing which 

has occurred has often been carried out by visiting anglers who, because of lack of local knowledge, 

tend to have fished in daylight hours when few sea trout are taken. 

Further, in some years, sea trout have been observed running much later in the season, almost at 

the same time as salmon. These runs have not been fished for at all. These facts are not disputed by 

the fishery board; indeed the board has cited the above reasons for poorer sea trout catches on a 

number of occasions. For example in his address to the board in 2010, fishery manager Mr Chisholm 

stated that there are a ‘huge number of unlet (sea trout) rods available on all beats’. He went on to 

assert that there had been a ‘change in the timing of sea trout runs-moving from May, June and July 

to August, September and even October’. 

The board has made no accurate count of the number of sea trout returning to the river over a 

number of years, nor of the optimum number of sea trout that the river and its tributaries can 

sustain. 

Instead, the board has used Marine Scotland’s ‘Rod Catch Tool’ to justify the proposed ban. 

However, the tool can only be used with any confidence if the figures which ‘prove’ such a ban 

necessary are absolutely accurate. In fact, the figures used are extremely suspect, not only because 

of the reasons outlined above, but also because catch returns are, in any case, notoriously 

unreliable. The board itself acknowledges that the method is ‘imperfect’ but has used  a flawed 

mechanism to support a five year compulsory release order and appears to be determined to press 

ahead with the application to Scottish ministers.  It should also be noted that the netting returns 

provided by the fishery board do not separate haaf net catches from stake net catches. The haaf net 

component is a hobby fishery and is small compared to the catch of the commercial stake nets. The 

figures provided by the board do not show that the haaf net fishery practised catch and release for 

the years 2007 and 2008.  Moreover, voluntary catch and release figures are not included in the 

netting statistics, yet voluntary release, of some sea trout has been practised both by the stake net 

tenant and Annan haafnetters over recent years. The figures are as follows: Haaf nets, released sea 

trout: 2007- 29; 2008-103; 2009-90; 2010-0; 2011-57; 2012-112. The stake net tenant released the 

following numbers of large sea trout at the request of the board: 2010-39; 2011-11; 2012-27; 2013-

48. 



The board’s case for a compulsory release policy would be supported if it could provide indisputable 

empirical evidence that such a policy was necessary in order to protect the viability of future sea 

trout stocks. They have failed to make this case.  

We believe that a complete ban on the taking of sea trout fishing for five years is an unnecessarily 

draconian measure. Returns from the net fishery show an increase in sea trout numbers for 2012 

(despite the wet summer and the consequent short period of the run) and this year trout numbers in 

the estuary have been good. Crucially, this year, herling numbers have been exceptionally high 

which should indicate an excellent run of sea trout in 2014. The board’s website ‘Fishannan’ 

describes the Annan river as ‘one of the best sea trout rivers in the UK’. Why then is it necessary to 

become the only river in the country to seek application for a compulsory sea trout release order?  

 In any case, compulsory release is not without its problems. Estimates vary as to the levels of 

mortality suffered by fish which are caught and subsequently released. Whatever the true figure is, 

substantial numbers of released fish die from injuries sustained during capture, especially if they are 

caught on multiple occasions. Therefore the rod fishery would continue to exact a toll on sea trout 

stocks.  

 Annan haaf netsmen have, over several years, shown ourselves to be conservation minded. We led 

the way in identifying a problem with spring salmon numbers and put voluntary restrictions in place 

long before the conservation measures on the river. We operated a complete ban on the taking of 

sea trout for two years in succession and have since operated voluntary restrictions on the number 

of fish we have taken, releasing in particular large fish because of the greater number of eggs they 

carry. It is disappointing therefore, to be penalised by a complete five year ban, simply because 

some anglers on some beats refused to co-operate with the board. 

We have other concerns with the fishery board’s consultation paper. For example, what exactly is a 

‘sunset clause’? Is it a ‘sunset clause’ simply because the order runs for five years and then ceases? 

How is the effectiveness of the five year compulsory release policy to be evaluated? What level of 

fish stocks would trigger another five year moratorium on taking sea trout? What level of stocks 

after the five years would signal a return to taking sea trout? How are stock levels to be accurately 

measured if there are no net returns, angling effort continues to be poor and fishing returns are as 

unreliable as they are now? 

 Haaf netsmen previously supported and practised compulsory release on the assumption that the 

policy would be reviewed on a year to year basis. We do not support the introduction of legislation 

which has the distinct possibility of becoming permanent and is not flexible enough to take account 

of fluctuations in sea trout stocks. 

The fishery board cites the improvement in the brown trout population as being due to the 

compulsory release policy for this type of trout. However no causal link can possibly be established 

on the basis of a few years’ rod returns. Improved catch figures for brown trout are just as likely due 

to the increased fishing effort as a result of the increased marketing of this type of fishing. In any 

case, since brown trout and sea trout are the same species it could simply be the case that, for 

whatever reason, fewer fish are migrating to sea and are simply choosing to stay in the river instead. 



 If it were true that simply increasing the number of released fish would lead to greater egg 

deposition, which in turn will lead to increased numbers of adult fish then, the rivers should abound 

with fish. When the Stake nets at Loch and Dornoch and at Newbie Fisheries ceased to fish, 

thousands upon thousands of ‘extra’ fish should have led to far greater egg deposition in local rivers, 

but the dramatic improvement in stocks not only failed to materialise, they continued to fall. 

We are of the firm opinion that an important factor in the failure of stocks to increase and thrive is 

that the spawning and nursery habitat for sea trout has become increasingly denuded, almost 

certainly as a result of poor agricultural and forestry practices. The board do not dispute this 

assertion.  However, we believe that if an extensive survey was undertaken of all historical and 

potential sea trout spawning areas, followed by a structured improvement programme for the 

identified problem areas, a huge improvement in stocks would result. Monies paid by the net fishery 

in rates should be directed to this end.  We also believe that there should be more rigorous control 

of birds of the sawbill genus. These birds are increasing at an exponential rate and have no place in 

the ecosystem of the river. The fishery board has made good progress in mink control and in habitat 

improvement for salmon, it now needs, in our view, to urgently prioritise sea trout habitat.  

A major area of concern for Annan Royal Burgh Fishermen’s Association is the lack of fairness 

contained within the consultation paper. It is not acceptable to state that there will be ‘negative 

financial consequences’ for some but not make clear what those financial consequences would be.  

The facts are that sea trout compulsory release would probably not affect most riparian owners in 

the slightest. The majority of those board members who voted for compulsory release are land 

owners, for whom fishing income makes up only a small proportion of their overall income. The 

commercial stake net tenant would, however, suffer a dramatic loss of income for which no 

compensation would be offered by the board. Sea trout, particularly those caught early in the 

season can be sold at a premium. If this source of income is taken away, the viability of the stake 

nets, which already operate on very tight margins, would be seriously jeopardised. Moreover, if a 

total ban on the taking of sea trout were to be introduced, the stake net tenant would need to be 

physically present at his nets most of the day and night to ensure  complete compliance with the 

new legislation. This would be totally impractical. Some would say that the board’s proposals are a 

backdoor method of decommissioning the stake nets entirely. Certainly, the effect of the board’s 

proposals contains an inherent unfairness which they must address. 

 The stake net tenant has two years to run of his tenancy and entered into his present agreement 

assuming the sale of sea trout would make up a proportion of his income. It is grossly unfair for the 

board to effectively tear up this agreement and have the tenant seek compensation from the 

Scottish government. Assuming that the stake nets did survive for another two years and were put 

out to tender, then any bids received would be much lower than those of previous years, if indeed 

anybody would be willing to take the stake nets on. This might allow the fishery board, perhaps in 

collaboration with others, to bid for the nets and then decommission them. In effect they would be 

acquiring the nets ‘on the cheap’.  Whatever happens to the stake nets, their reduction in value will 

impact severely on the sum of money available for the Annan Common Good Fund: - a fund which 

primarily benefits the community of Annan. Is the board aware that all net licence fees are directed 

to the Annan Common Good fund and that currently revenue from net licence fees stands at circa 

ten thousands per annum? In this era of austerity the fund is vital to many community groups within 

the Annan area. (Please view the addendum listing the associations given grants from the Common 



Good Fund over the last few years.) Any reduction in the fund’s income would be felt by local people 

many years into the future.  Annan’s motto: ‘ut flumen sic oppidum’ (as the river so the town) 

underlines how the fortunes of the river and the community are intertwined-then as now. Decisions 

about the river must take into consideration the wellbeing of the Annan community. The board must 

also consider that it receives an annual income derived from the rateable value of the Annan 

fishings. At present this income stands at almost four thousands per annum. In our opinion the 

board needs to maximise its income in order to direct monies to the pressing problem of sea trout 

habitat, not reduce its income and thus hamper its activities. 

The Common Good Fund would suffer a further blow to its income since haaf netters too would, 

quite rightly, seek a reduction to their licence fees since, effectively, for the most part, they would 

not start fishing until the middle of July. With an absence of sea trout to catch, it would not be worth 

fishing until salmon and grilse arrived in the estuary later in the summer. Many haaf netsmen may 

simply leave the fishery. Again this would reduce the money available to the Common Good Fund.  

Dumfries and Galloway has a very low wage economy and the majority of haaf netsmen men cannot 

afford to switch to the river and purchase a season ticket to fish. In fact the Solway estuary is the 

only public fishing available to Annan residents; we are unique in that we are the only Scottish Royal 

Burgh which does not own the river fishings within its boundaries. 

It would therefore be highly regrettable for the board to severely compromise publicly owned 

methods of fishing which are culturally, historically and financially important to Annan and its 

history. 

Our association has a track record second to none in supporting conservation measures designed to 

improve the Annan River. Further, we are prepared to enter into negotiations with the board 

alongside officers of Dumfries and Galloway Council to discuss sea trout conservation measures. For 

our part we would ensure any such negotiations would be carried out in a positive manner. 

However, we feel that the board’s proposals as they currently stand are a step too far, threaten our 

heritable rights, are politically divisive and threaten the very existence of forms of fishing which 

were granted by Royal Charter in 1538.  

In Summary: 

A rigorous, empirically based case for a five year compulsory release policy for sea trout has not 

been established by the board. No assessment of the number of sea trout returning to the river on 

a yearly basis has been made. No assessment of the optimum number of sea trout that the river 

can sustain has been published. 

We believe there are insufficient guarantees that the five year catch and release policy would not 

become permanent. 

Sea trout spawning areas must be identified, and efforts made to mitigate the damaging effects of 

agricultural and forestry industries. 

The fishery board has not considered the impact of  a five year compulsory release policy of sea 

trout on the Annan Common Good fund:- a vitally important community resource. The viability of 

the current and future stake net tenancy would be severely compromised. There has been no offer 

of negotiation by the board on this issue. 



The fishery board’s proposals threaten ancient forms of fishing which are a heritable right, and a 

vital component of Annan’s cultural and historical heritage. 

We believe the fishery board should approach the relevant officers of Dumfries and Galloway 

Council with a view to negotiating an outcome which would both satisfy the fishery board’s desire 

for extra sea trout conservation measures and, concomitantly, preserve the viability of the 

Common Good Fund. 

  



2013/14   

Annan 
Riding of 
the 
Marches 
Committee 

The Pipe Band Contest £1,500 

Lockerbie 
and 
District 
Music 
Society 

Concert Season 2013-14 £400 

St Brides 
Church 
(Dumfries) 
LTD 

Dumfries and Galloway International Musicians Platform 
2013 

£300 

 

2012/13 

Annan Rugby 
Football Club 

Wet Weather/Winter Training Area 1,600 

Annan High 
Jinks & Rotary 
Club of Annan 

H.R.H. Queen Elizabeth II Diamond 
Jubilee 

 £ 1,000.00  

Annan Riding of 
the Marches 

The Pipe Band Contest  £ 1,500.00  

Annan Initiative British Pipe Band Championships  £ 2,500.00  

Annan Academy Piano Purchase for Performing Arts Centre  £ 2,000.00  

St Brides Trust 
Ltd 

D&G International Musicians Platform 2012  £    100.00  

Annan Rugby 
Football Club 

Training and Travel Costs Dec to May £1,000.00 

Community 
News TV 

Annandale TV £500.00 

DG 
Design/Contractor  

Repairs to Moat Wall  £ 3,800.00  

 

2011/12 

Annan Riding of 
the Marches 

The Pipe Band Contest  £ 1,500.00  

Annan Harbour 
Action Group 

Improvements to Annan Harbour  £ 3,200.00  

St Columba's RC 
Primary Parent 
Council 

Golden Jubilee Celebrations  £    566.00  

Annan High Jinks Christmas Lights  £ 2,000.00  



Wallacehill 
Cycling Club 

Support for Tour DoonHame Cycle Race £1,000 

Annan Harbour 
Signage 

No overnight Parking Signs  £    502.06  

 


