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How do fish protect themselves from diseases? We are all familiar with the slimy coating of mucus on the fish’s 

skin: This is their first line of defence and prevents harmful infections from taking hold. It also contains defence 

agents such as antibodies to kill off such threats. It is part of their immune system which, just like humans, has 

developed to target the ‘germs’ that are all around us in the environment we live in. 

When things go wrong, for example if the fish’s mucus is damaged through predator attacks or poor angler 

handling, the first line of defence is broken and the germs are able to attack. A healthy immune system can usually 

fight-off these germs such as fungus and bacteria that cause disease. But stress, such as warm water temperatures, 

pollution and predator attacks, can weaken the immune system and make the fish more vulnerable to disease, just 

like stress does in humans.  

Some diseases affect not only weakened fish but have the potential to 

devastate salmon stocks. These are notifiable diseases, for example the 

bacterial infection called Bacterial Kidney Disease (BKD). This was first 

identified here in the River Dee in 1933. BKD has the ability to cause high 

mortality to wild stocks and can affect all ages of salmon. It is a real, live 

threat with five records of it in Scotland presently, which has caused 

restrictions to fish movement. The last thing we want is for this disease to 

be transported to the Dee and other Scottish rivers. 

Ulcerative Dermal Necrosis (UDN) caused salmon stocks in the late 1960s 

and early 1970s to decline across Scottish rivers. It’s estimated that losses 

of salmon and 

sea trout were 

in excess of 51,000 in 1967 and 38,000 fish in 1968, 

representing 6% of Scotland’s rod and net catch in 

these years. The disease appears as small bleached 

areas on the head, back and tail, which are prone to 

ulceration and infection by fungus and may cause 

death. During 2012 a number of fish caught on the 

River Spey showed these symptoms and tests 

confirmed one fish did have UDN. Samples were also taken from several suspected cases on the Dee during 2012 
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and 2013 but all results were negative. UDN can persist in a river for three to four years following an outbreak but 

it’s likely that UDN is always present at low levels. Therefore we are continually on the lookout for UDN so we can 

put measures in place to control it should it reappear.  

One which we should all be aware of is Gyrodactylus salaris (GS), a small 

worm like parasite which grows up to 2 mm in length. GS originates in the 

Baltic region where native salmon stocks are immune because they have 

evolved with the parasite. GS has the ability to wipe out almost all juvenile 

salmonids within a few years of being introduced into a new river and this 

has already occurred in 41 rivers in Norway. Like Norwegian salmon, 

Scottish salmon lack immunity to this parasite as they have not previously 

been exposed to it; they are lagging behind in the evolutionary arms race. 

The only way to treat it is to “wipe the slate clean” through poisoning and 

killing everything which lives in the river. So never has the phrase 

“prevention is better than the cure” been more apt. 

It only takes a few minutes to take the 

appropriate biosecurity precautions to 

prevent the introduction of disease, which can 

devastate our fish stocks. Therefore we 

require all anglers to comply with the River 

Dee Conservation Code and disinfect their 

waders and landing nets prior to fishing. All 

River Dee fishing beats have been provided 

with materials to disinfect your fishing 

equipment free of charge prior to fishing. 

Alternatively facilities are located in local 

fishing tackle venues where the staff will be happy to disinfect your fishing equipment and provide a confirmation 

receipt to show the fishing beat. 

Disease can come from rivers within Scotland (think BKD) as well as from abroad, and even problems from different 

parts of the Dee can be transferred (think Ranunculus), so let’s make biosecurity a habit! Should you encounter a 

fish which you may think is diseased please contact us here at the River Office and we will advise you. Photographs 

of any diseased fish are also helpful.  


