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Background 
Banks are crucial to a stream’s productivity.  Bare 

banks erode quickly, making the stream wide, 

shallow and unsuitable for all but the smallest fish.  

The eroded material clogs the stream substrate, 

reducing or eliminating fish cover. In addition, 

surface run off after heavy rain can run straight into 

the watercourse, inputting sediment and pollutants 

and damaging water quality. 

 

The River Dee Trust (RDT) has a programme of 

restoring banks and stream habitat. Fencing along-

side the watercourse – to create a ‘buffer strip’ 

section between the land and the stream - is a key 

tool and one that strikes a chord with farmers and 

land managers. 

Buffer strip fencing provides a range of benefits: (1) 

Bank side vegetation develops and the root systems 

help bind the bank together, limiting bank erosion. 

(2) Vegetation provides shade and habitat for 

insects, which become fish food. (3) Tall vegetation 

acts as a filter (buffer) during floods, causing 

sediment and chemicals that would have entered 

the burn to be deposited on land. 

The RDT aims to deliver 12 km of buffer strip fencing 

annually. The RDT supports local farmers in making  

 

applications for Government agro-environment 

funding, which is used for buffer strip fencing, 

sediment traps and other pollution-reducing works. 

The RDT also provides additional funding for 

restoration projects outwith Government schemes.  

The recent LIFE Conservation of Atlantic Salmon in 

Scotland award funded a huge programme of 

improvement works, including fish pass 

construction, instream habitat creation and buffer 

strips: 36 km of buffer strip fencing was established 

by the RDT and Dee District Salmon Fishery Board. 

 

 

The Cattie and Tullich burns are Dee tributaries, 12 

km and 9 km long respectively. Both tributaries have 

suffered habitat damage through land use issues 
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such as forestry and mixed farmland, but have the 

potential to be very productive for salmon and sea 

trout.  The RDT have carried out habitat restoration 

works on both burns.  5 km of buffer strips have 

been fenced on the Cattie burn in 2007, as well as 

20 sediment traps installed in ditches and side 

burns.  The lower reaches of the Tullich burn had 

750 m of buffer strips created in 1999. 

The RDT has monitored populations of juvenile fish 

in restored areas of both burns with electric fishing 

surveys.  These surveys, targeted at juvenile salmon 

and trout, follow changes as buffer strips establish. 

Benefits 

Cattie In 2008 and 2009, no salmon fry were present 

in any of the three buffer strip sections surveyed.  

Earlier surveys, between 1997 and 2007, had found 

salmon fry only intermittently.  In 2010, however - 

three years after buffer strip installation - salmon fry 

populations were found in all three sections at 

densities of 1 – 2 fry per minute of surveying. 

Tullich The survey site was initially only suitable 

habitat for fry as it was very shallow. Following 

buffer strip creation, the stream rapidly narrowed as 

alder roots consolidated the banks, allowing the 

stream to become much faster flowing. As the gravel 

substrate washed away, larger (cobble and boulder) 

substrate replaced it, making excellent habitat for 

salmon parr. By 2010 - 11 years later - the faster 

flows had created a deep pool in the lower part of 

the site. This seems to be an excellent holding pool, 

with some large trout present. The salmon parr 

habitat area is now restricted to fast flows at the top 

of the site, which has an exceptionally high (by  

 

national standards) parr population of around 66 

per 100 m2 in 2010. The graph below shows salmon 

parr numbers in the survey area, excluding the 

holding pool (which is not so suitable for juveniles). 

 

Conclusions 

Installation of buffer strip fencing on the Cattie and 

Tullich burns have had a large impact on the 

watercourses and their riparian habitat, creating 

instream habitat conditions more favourable for 

juvenile salmon. It takes many years for the full 

impact of buffer strips to be realised (as emphasized 

on the Tullich burn). There has been evidence of a 

narrowing of stream banks - leading to increased 

flow and sediment transport - and bank 

consolidation, which is reducing bank erosion.   

As the full range of buffer strip fencing benefits 

develop, instream habitat will return to more 

natural conditions. This benefits not only fish, but all 

animals, insects and plants occupying riparian 

habitats. Local biodiversity is both enhanced and 

protected. 
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