
 
 

This is one of a series of bulletins that highlights some of the Trust and Board’s work on the River. No. 24 

 

 
Bulletin2015 

Fish Stocks Explained 
Salmon stocks on the River Dee can be split into grilse, which are salmon that have spent one winter at sea before 

returning to spawn and multi-sea winter (MSW) salmon, which have spent at least two winters at sea. The MSW 

stock includes a further breakdown of spring salmon and summer and autumn salmon depending upon the period 

when they enter the River. Having these stock components is a strategy for ‘not putting all your eggs in one basket’. 

How do we go about understanding what’s 

happening to the stocks? We are fortunate to 

have catch information from netting stations in 

the Dee catchment dating as far back as 1872. 

One example is the Dee’s Raik net fishery which 

operated from 1872 until 1986 on the coast of 

Aberdeen between the Beach ballroom and the 

mouth of the Dee. The catches (illustrated 

below) show two periods when grilse dominated 

- from the 1880s until 1910 and from the 1960s 

until the fishery declined and then closed in the 

1980s. Between 1910 and 1960 MSW salmon 

were dominant and during these times early 

spring salmon were a particularly strong component. So it seems that the different stocks ‘cycle’ with opposite 

periods of dominance of grilse and MSW salmon and whilst we don’t know why this has happened in the past, we 

would expect this pattern to continue. 
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Raik Net Fishery Catches (Feb- Aug) 

Salmon Grilse 
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Rod catches show that spring 

salmon  have declinced from 

the 1960s unitl the 1990s but 

then stabalised until a further 

decline from 2012. Grilse 

have been increasing in the 

rod catch since the 1980s, 

while summer MSW salmon 

catches have remained stable 

but did reach a 60-year high 

between 2010 and 2012. 

We use rod catches to 

represent abundance of our 

fish stocks. However, it is easy to forget that until 1999 there was additional exploitation from nets. Therefore the 

stabilisation and recovery of rod catches since the turn of the century is probably due to the termination of netting 

which has allowed more fish to enter the River. Overall, the levels of salmon stocks at sea have shown a substantial 

decline, for not only the Dee but for all Atlantic salmon (see our Salmon at Sea bulletin).  

It is clear that the makeup of our stocks changes from both the long term cycling evident in the Raik Net Fishery 

and the Dee rod catch. So should we be worried? All the stock components are present and those that are thriving 

must be the best suited for the current conditions. What is key is that the population does not decline overall. In 

accordance with the North Atlantic Salmon Conservation Organisation (NASCO) advice, all salmon stock 

components need to be protected to maximise their chances in a changing environment – back to the sentiment of 

‘don’t put all your eggs in one basket’.  

To manage our stocks effectively we need to understand the various stock components and how they are changing. 

Our Stock Component Reviews (available on our website) have collated all of our information and coupled with 

continued monitoring will help us to take action to protect our stocks. For example the information has informed 

the catch and release policy and the extension of the fishing season into October. On a national scale, rod catch and 

fish counter data has supplemented decision making which resulted in the recently passed law to prohibit retaining 

a salmon before 1st April, although the opportunity to extend this protection period until June - in line with the 

evidence from data (rod catches, scale sampling) - has not been seized by Scottish Government. 
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Dee Rod Catches 

Spring MSW Grilse Summer/Autumn MSW 

http://www.riverdee.org.uk/information/our_work.asp

