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Summary  
The River Dee has a worldwide reputation for salmon fishing and produces around 10% of the 

nation’s salmon catches. This brings in around £15 million each year to the Dee’s economically 

fragile, rural valley.  

Salmon and sea trout angling is estimated to bring in over £104 million annually to the Scottish economy, 

at today’s values. This significant level of contribution to Scotland’s income has probably occurred 

annually throughout most of the last century. 

The river is much more than just a fishery as it impacts on our everyday life, through visitor attractions, 

job creation and sporting activities, to the water that comes out of the tap. It is vitally important for 

wildlife, flood management and climate mitigation. Its European designation as a Special Area of 

Conservation is due to its important populations of salmon, otter and freshwater pearl mussel, and it is a 

Local Nature Conservation Site of regional importance. But it is the fisheries that help sustain the river, 

bringing substantial funding to help protect and restore this environment, for the benefit of all.  

Salmon are also vital – a keystone species – to maintain a healthy river and support other wildlife. But this 

keystone species needs urgent support as salmon stocks approach crisis point. Healthy fish stocks and 

healthy rivers are integrally linked, and so we must draw on all support to restore the river and ensure it 

is fit for the future.  

The challenge we set ourselves for this Fisheries Management Plan is - How can we protect and restore 

fish stocks and develop a thriving commercial fishery? 

This plan details our answers. It sets out the immediate action we will take to conserve salmon and 

support fisheries in the short term. In the long term, our focus is to preserve and, where necessary, restore 

an ecosystem that will be degraded by the ruinous impact of climate change. Everyone who relies on the 

waters of the Dee will benefit. 

Our activities for the period to 2025 will be centred on three goals.  

 

Goal 1. Protect Fish Stocks and their Rivers 

Protect Fish Migration 
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Protect Adult Fish 
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Manage Predation 
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Protect Water Quality & 
Quantity 
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Control Fish Disease 
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Control INNS 
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Key Actions 

• Use acoustic tracking evidence to ensure smolts are protected as they move through the harbour.  

• Identify initial marine migration route of smolts and look to extend protection offshore.  

• Ensure that future water demands are balanced with a healthy river. 
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• Make the case to use bird licensing as a tool to protect salmon from continuing decline. 

• Reduce damage from diffuse pollution by assisting with riverbank protection. 

• Work with regulators to ensure water quality is protected. 

• Identify any chemical pollutants damaging aquatic life. 

• Reduce risk of fish disease and spread of invasive species by expanding biosecurity measures. 

• Monitor fish stock health with fish counters, spawning surveys, smolt traps and electrofishing 

surveys. 

 

Goal 2. Restore Fish Stocks and their Rivers 

Restore Bankside Habitat 
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Restore Instream Habitat 
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Create Free Passage 
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Gain Support 
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Key Actions 

• Protect fish stocks from climate warming and improve habitat and fish abundance by establishing 

55,000 trees along rivers each year, to achieve one million trees planted by 2035. 

• Develop and implement large scale restoration projects with partners to restore floodplains and river 

channels to benefit fish, flows and improve natural flood management. 

• Improve juvenile fish habitat by installing 30 large woody structures instream each year. 

• Monitor nutrient additions on the River Muick until 2021 and then expand additions to nutrient-poor 

tributaries from 2022. 

• Maximise juvenile habitat by developing a strategy with Councils and SEPA to tackle the remaining 

obstructions to fish migration.  

• Ensure future protection of the river by delivering a school and community education programme. 

 

Goal 3. Create Thriving Fisheries 

Keeping Customers and 

Appealing to New Ones 
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Selling the Dee To the World 
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Absolute Beginners- Creating 
New Customers 
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Key Actions: 

• Explore the feasibility of a bespoke marketing platform and campaign to promote the fishing 

opportunities on the Dee. 
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• Enhance fishing opportunities on the Dee by assisting with development and promotion of new 

products such as fishing packages. 

• Encourage new anglers through the launch of the Aberdeenshire Fly Fish 50 website. 

• Increase the number of Dee anglers by developing and running the Aberdeenshire Fly Fish 50 

programme and provide ongoing support to achieve 50 new fly fishers each year. 

 
This plan was produced amid the coronavirus pandemic which impacted on the fisheries – indeed 
requiring complete closure for three months – and the activities and finances of the Fishery Board and 
Trust. But this challenging time has clearly highlighted the benefits of fishing to people’s health and 
wellbeing, the importance of the outdoor environment for leisure and the national importance of focusing 
on a green recovery. We will emphasize how the work of the Board and Trust positively impacts on all 
these areas and seek public support to deliver these wider local and national benefits.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Dee District Salmon Fishery Board’s duty is to protect and enhance salmon and sea trout 

fisheries. Its goal to look after fish and fisheries requires a healthy river. 

The River Dee Trust’s mission is to protect and restore the River Dee for benefits to fish and all 

wildlife, now and for future generations, and to deliver education to those in the North East. 

Fisheries Management Scotland is the representative body for Fishery Boards and Trusts in 

Scotland. 
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Word from the Chairs 

Dee District Salmon Fishery Board 

The Atlantic Salmon is a wonder of nature with an arduous and complex life cycle. Like many creatures it 

faces regular challenges from human interference and changes in environmental conditions. I often say that 

the more I learn about the salmon the less I know about it. Confusing though that may seem it is a useful 

thought to have when dealing with nature. Humans see problems as requiring to be fixed within their 

lifetime so they seek instant, all encompassing solutions. Nature has its own clock and mostly changes little 

by little over a longer timeframe. Think of it as monochrome laminate flooring versus a beautiful mosaic.  

The responsibilities of the Dee District Salmon Fishery Board (DDSFB or the Board) are to protect and 

enhance the fish stocks and to develop the fishery i.e. angling activity. For fish and angling to flourish, there 

is a role for ensuring that the habitat is in good order. We have made progress with habitat improvements, 

but it becomes clearer that so much more is needed to be done.  

The Board and Trust working in tandem submit their plan for discharging their 

responsibilities over the next five years. The plan builds on the large amount of 

good work conducted over previous years and addresses two big challenges – 

the environmental impact on the upper catchment which could be called ‘the 

salmon nursery’ and how to develop fishing activity for a wider audience in a 

time constrained world. This is going to be fun!!  

 

River Dee Trust 

We are launching our most ambitious conservation and restoration programme, and we are inviting you to 

help. The stakes couldn’t be higher. 

We are determined to help save one of our most iconic species, let it thrive for future generations, and roll 

back centuries of human impacts on our environment. In the process, we will protect jobs and communities. 

Our five-year plan includes short-term measures to boost salmon numbers on the River Dee in the face of 

collapsing stocks across the UK. And over the next 15 years we plan to complete the planting of one million 

native trees in previously-wooded areas where there is now nothing but open ground. Why trees? 

They will provide vital shade in areas where fish stocks have already come close to being wiped out by 

extreme temperatures. They will trap vital nutrients, creating habitats for all forms of wildlife. They will help 

restore the river to its natural condition. 

There are many other challenges to our Atlantic salmon, ranging from spiralling 

predation to the impacts of climate change at sea. The River Dee Trust, working 

in partnership with the Dee District Salmon Fishery Board, is committed to 

tackling those areas where we can make a difference, while educating the wider 

public, and informing our policy-makers who have the power to help or hinder. 

And you can help, whether by making a donation to any one of our projects, or 

simply by spreading the word about the need for action to conserve a precious 

species and an environment we all treasure.                                                                                                                                          

Lawrence Ross 

Sandy Bremner 
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Context 
Government 
The Scottish Government’s planned measures to protect salmon stocks are submitted to the North 

Atlantic Salmon Conservation Organization (NASCO), creating a national commitment to deliver these 

measures. Many of our local actions align with these national actions and we must engage with 

government to inform future positioning and policy and influence investment in these areas. Our 

representative body, Fisheries Management Scotland (FMS), provides the most effective way to achieve 

this.   

Scotland’s 2019-2024 Implementation plan for NASCO includes actions to: 

• Explore the use of nutrient enrichment in upland rivers. 

• Increase riparian shade through collaborative projects undertaken by DSFBs and/or Fisheries Trusts. 

• Research potential marine renewable and salmonid interactions. 

• Research, review and experiment to address the impact of piscivorous birds on salmon. 

• Identify the impact of seal and dolphin predation on salmon. 

• Develop juvenile stock assessment. 

• Investigate effects of catch and release. 

• Reduce diffuse pollution through the controlled activity regulations (CAR). 

• Support research into factors affecting growth and survival at sea. 

 

North Atlantic Salmon Conservation Organization  
NASCO is the inter-governmental organisation that protects salmon. Our local goals fit with their 

international advice: 

• Fisheries managers should promote strong, healthy, and resilient populations of local wild salmon to 

reduce the impacts of environmental changes. This is achieved by protecting the genetic integrity of 

stocks, ensuring enhanced water quality and habitat protection. 

• In the face of a rapidly changing environment, management approaches and decision-making should 

be broadened to include ecosystem protection of rivers, estuaries and marine environments 

including water quality, habitat quality and other valued components of the ecosystem. 

• Fisheries managers and conservation organisations should ensure the highest number of wild smolts 

in the best condition leave from rivers and near-coastal areas to the ocean. 

 

River Basin Management Plan 2021-2027 
This Plan is to guide protection and improvement of Scotland’s water environment. It covers actions that 

government, SEPA, authorities and other public bodies will do to tackle pressures on Scotland’s water. 

The plan’s main objectives are: 

• Regulate water use 
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• Promote sustainable water use 

• Minimise adverse impacts from important developments 

• Maintain good environmental practices 

• Manage emerging risks such as INNS, disease and chemicals 

• Adapt to climate change  

All of these objectives have huge implications for fish stocks in freshwater and we will feed into this plan 

to ensure actions to protect fish stocks are appropriate and sufficient. 

 

Salmon stock update 
The backdrop for this plan is an iconic species that has been declining internationally since at least the 

1970s. Salmon numbers returning to the Scottish coast are now around a third of what they were in the 

1970s. 2018 saw the worst salmon catches on record in Scotland, and 2019 saw the fourth lowest. In the 

beginning of 2020, Scottish Government stated that this iconic species is now approaching crisis point. 

The Dee is famous for its run of spring salmon and in the 1950s-60s spring salmon catches averaged over 

7,300 fish. In the last five years catches have averaged only 800 – a decline of nearly 90%.  

Summer and autumn stocks appear more stable, with an average catch of just over 2,000 fish each year 

in the 1950s and 60s, peaking at over 4,200 each year between 2004-2013, and then dropping again to 

2,300 in the last five years. However, fishing effort was traditionally lower during the summer and autumn. 

 

 

Rod catches of salmon on the River Dee, 1952 - 2019 
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Of course, coastal and in-river nets were in operation before being bought out in the 1980s and 1990s. In 

the 1950s, Dee nets caught an average of over 40,000 salmon each year. With no netting any longer, the 

decline has therefore been far greater than shown by the rod catch alone.  

The Scottish Government Conservation Regulations estimates that the Dee’s total salmon population 

between 2014 and 2018 ranged from approximately 20,000 to 40,000 fish, which is lower than the annual 

net catches of the 1950s.  

Recent fish surveys indicate that juvenile salmon densities are below what we would expect to see in the 

Dee catchment, given the habitat. This is likely due to the number of adults returning from the sea to 

spawn. 

FACT: Due to higher mortality at sea, it now takes about double the number of eggs to produce a 

single salmon that will spawn than it did prior to 1990. 

 

 

Goals 

Goal 1. Protect Fish Stocks and their Rivers 
Salmon smolts and returning adult salmon are the key focus for protection. Smolts are the ultimate 

product of the river and are a key indicator of system health. They are particularly vulnerable during 

migration and substantial numbers may never make it to the ocean. Returning adult salmon are the 

surviving minority and are now low in number, so it is imperative that all these returning fish can spawn.  

Goal 2. Restore Fish Stocks and their Rivers 
Healthy fish populations are only possible in a healthy environment. Therefore, we need to deliver more 

than just the protection of the 1,645 km of Dee watercourses, but instead recreate a healthy, living river, 

capable of delivering a full range of biodiversity benefits, including healthy fish stocks. 

Goal 3. Create Thriving Fisheries 
A thriving fishery is the product of the first two goals. However, as in a circular economy, the fishery 

provides financial support to protect and restore the river, and energetic stakeholders to carry this out. 

In these times of low fish abundance, more effort is needed to bring anglers to the river.   

The end goal is the creation of a healthy, living river, with the resilience to thrive in these 

environmentally and economically changing times.   
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Goal 1. PROTECT Fish Stocks and their Rivers 
Survival of salmon at sea has declined from around 40% in the 1960s to less than 5% in recent years. Our 

ability to change the situation at sea is limited.  

The decline in numbers and sizes of Atlantic salmon returning from sea has been occurring for decades 

and many factors may be influencing this. Climate change seems to be the general driver for the decline, 

with influences on ocean water flows, migration routes, food availability and predation.  

The best response to reduced marine survival – and recommended by the North Atlantic Salmon 

Conservation Organization (NASCO) - is to promote production of the maximum number of high quality 

wild smolts from rivers.  

Freshwater factors are also contributing to the overall salmon decline, many of which are long-term 

pressures from humans. Conditions in freshwater can also strongly influence the subsequent survival of 

salmon at sea.  

The situation salmon find themselves in now is the worst of both worlds – a combined result of long-term 

degradation of river habitat and more recent, unfavourable changes in marine habitat.  

We will focus on the areas where we can make improvements.  To maximise the number of healthy, wild 

salmon and sea trout smolts getting to sea, we will address the following issues.  

 

A. Protect fish migration  
Acoustic tracking of smolts in the Dee during their spring migration to sea has shown that substantial 

losses of smolts occur in the river and the harbour. In the last 4 years, nearly half of smolts never made it 

to sea. Changing these statistics would make a difference to the number of fish returning as adults. 

It is vital to then protect all the adult fish that do return to the river – their numbers are only 1-5% of the 

smolts that leave the river. A typical adult female produces 6,000 eggs and her offspring can populate 

hundreds of metres of tributary water.   

Coastal & marine 
Aberdeen Harbour, one of the UK’s busiest ports, is built around the mouth of the Dee. There is no longer 

the shelter of a natural estuary for fish passing through, and the confined and noisy environment of the 

harbour may help predators of salmon and sea trout.  

Tracking salmon smolts during their spring migration to sea has highlighted a migration window between 

early April and early June when they move through Aberdeen Harbour. Three years of tracking showed 

that smolt losses in the harbour can on occasions be high (one in three years), with over a quarter of 

smolts lost in this very small area. As a result of this research, suction dredging within the harbour has not 

been carried out during the most critical migration window since 2018. It is essential that such protection 

measures continue.  

Adult salmon and sea trout move through the harbour throughout the year. The potential for disturbance 

during river entry from noise, sediment and other pollution, and any additional risk of predation during 

periods of disturbance is, however, poorly understood. 
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There is an overriding need for information to assess impact of any works to fish in these areas. Such 

information can then be used to regulate works as precautionary procedures to take account of potential 

impacts on fish are not routinely imposed.  

Actions 
1. Protect smolts and adult fish in the harbour and inshore 

• The Trust will acoustically track smolts in 2021 to help ensure or expand protection of the smolt run in 

the harbour and inshore areas.   

• The Board will respond to all development proposals in the harbour and inshore area and press for 

more evidence when the impacts on salmon and sea trout cannot be adequately assessed.  

• The Board will push for disturbance-free periods during works to be related to environmental 

conditions suitable for adult fish migration, such as river flows and tides.  

 
2. Protect smolts and adult fish from offshore developments  

• The Trust will continue with the offshore smolt tracking project with Marine Scotland Science (MSS; 

2018-2021) to help identify migration routes of smolts in the first 20km offshore.  

• Press for future offshore developments to be located so as to avoid key smolt migration routes. 

• Seek support from MSS and Fisheries Management Scotland (FMS) to ensure Scottish Government 

coordinate national monitoring of impacts on salmon and sea trout to regulate offshore developments.   

 

3. Map mobile marine reserves 

• Identify the marine pathways for smolts leaving the Dee using smolt tracking and modelling of ocean 

currents with MSS. The longer-term goal is to have mobile marine reserves defined which protect 

smolts as they pass through Scottish waters. 
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Salmon smolt migration in 2019, detected by arcs of acoustic receivers 4 km and 20 km from 

Aberdeen Harbour. Each coloured line represents a different tagged smolt. 

 

In-river works 
In-river construction works can harm fish, their habitat, and disrupt fishing. Any such proposed works are 

assessed by the Board and advice given through the planning system, and directly to developers as 

appropriate. Proposals often require tailored advice on pollution and disturbance risks. Underwater noise 

and vibration impacts are particular areas for concern. Where possible we will adopt a “net gain” policy 

so that any development creates an overall improvement for the river. 

Actions 
1. Provide guidance  

• The Board will continue to provide guidance through the planning system and liaise with developers 

to minimise disturbance to fish and damage to their habitat. We insist that works are done out with 

spawning/emergence time.  

• Press for and advise on national fish-friendly guidance to strengthen the current regulatory 

requirements and assist in local issues.  

• Share advice for fish protection measures through our website for Councils and developers.  

• Respond to hydro scheme proposals and ensure adequate protection to fish migration. 

 
2. Make improvements 
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• The Board will highlight where licensed works have caused an impact in the past to insist on a 

stronger regulatory approach in future. This will be done working with FMS and SEPA. 

• Press planners for monitoring before and after activities cease to understand impacts, risks and 

difficulties better, to learn lessons and inform regulators.  

 
3. Promote green engineering  

• Promote green engineering options for bank protection, modification and repair works to 

developers, owners and regulators.  

• Willow bank revetments that the Board has already completed will continue to be monitored and 

results shared.  

 

B. Protect Adult Fish 
The Dee is proud of its Catch and Release policy as, 20 years ago, it was the first Scottish river to ask 

anglers to return all salmon. For the last six years, more than 99% of salmon have been voluntarily 

returned to the river to continue their journey.   

Fish handling  
Angling on the Dee has negligible impact to the stock as nearly all fish are returned. Our previous work 

radio tracking salmon showed that even when fish are caught and released in the autumn, they recover 

and continue to spawn. However, correct fish handling is necessary to avoid fish mortality.  

The risks from poor handling are much greater in high water temperatures, as there is a greater risk of 

mortality for salmon at temperatures of 18°C and above. Main stem water temperatures will be closely 

monitored. The work throughout the catchment to reduce the impacts of climate change will help 

alleviate this situation. 

Actions 
1. Promote good practices 

• Guidance for good fish handling, particularly in hot summers, will be widely promoted each year.   

• Catch and release will continue to be required, and any non-compliance monitored.  

• All Dee media will use images/clips showing good fish handling.  

• The success of 20 years of catch and release will be promoted as a key message to the non-angling 

public. Press releases will highlight catch and release as a conservation tool. 

 

Illegal exploitation 
The Board’s warranted Fisheries Officers protect the river from illegal fishing (poaching). This involves 

patrols, stake outs, intelligence gathering locally and nationally and the use of technology. Most poaching 

is by rod and line and although generally this has low impact to salmon stocks, it can be an issue in areas 

where fish are held up or vulnerable.  Without a policing deterrent, the number of these cases quickly 

escalates. Illegal fishing also contravenes the catch and release principle that every fish matters for 

spawning.  
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Poaching involving netting gangs occurs a lot less often but is damaging to numbers of fish and impact on 

fishing thereafter. At appropriate times of the year, the Fisheries Officers focus on deterring and detecting 

such gang activity.  

Detection of poachers is aided massively by reports from the riverbank of suspicious activities, and ghillies 

are instrumental in this. The number of poaching incidents has been stable in the last few years, although 

2020 will likely show a greater number of incidents due to covid lockdown restrictions, but generally we 

expect a stable level of incident over the next 5 years. The same level of effort will be provided to 

preventing illegal fishing, with best use of resources being continually evaluated.  

Actions 
1. Ensure compliance with legislation 

• Continue to build intelligence to guide timings and locations of patrols. Detection of netting gangs 

will be worked on a local and national basis.  

• Develop our phone app reporting system and continue to share nationally to help coordinate 

policing. 

• Further develop the use of cameras and recording devices to help collect evidence of illegal activity, 

and support proprietors to implement such securities.  

• Continue to work with Police Scotland and The Crown Office and Procurator Fiscal Service to highlight 

the damage caused by poaching and how the Salmon Act (2003) is best applied.  

• Work with Police Scotland to ensure cases are suitably prepared for a successful prosecution. 

• The Dee and Don Fisheries Officers will work in partnership to provide enhanced coverage and 

flexibility across both rivers and to deal with larger poaching groups.   

 

2. Promote & deter  

• Target social media and press communications with anglers and the general public to encourage 

reporting of information. We will promote what to look out for, how reports can be made to us, and 

reassurance of how we use this information.  

• Highlight through social media and the press, the damage caused by illegal fishing and the penalties 

that can result. 

• The 24-hour reporting line – 013398 80411 - will continue to be widely shared. 

• Work with FMS to exert pressure for higher penalties for illegal fishing as part of the Wild Salmon 

Strategy (2020/21).   

 

 

C. Manage predation 
Predator management is about protection of salmon. Predators provide a healthy check on their prey, 

weeding out the weak to leave a stronger, resilient population. Equally, a healthy prey population can 

support predation. However, a system out of balance can suffer drastic impacts, such as the impact of 

North American mink on water voles in Scotland. Therefore, whilst predators of salmon are not 
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automatically a bad thing, with salmon stocks declining to crisis point then predators can have a ‘tipping’ 

effect. To ensure the right action is taken, it must be justified by evidence.    

Goosanders 
Goosanders are a sawbilled duck that have relatively recently arrived in the UK. Their UK population is 

stable but counts on the Dee show an increase in these birds over the last 10 years. They feed on juvenile 

salmon and other fish - an average goosander eats 10 smolts/large parr each day.  

Tracking programmes show that high losses of smolts occur in many Scottish rivers. Evidence from 

acoustic tracking of Dee smolts shows high losses of smolts too, and most likely caused by goosander 

predation. An experimental trial in 2019 showed that scaring goosanders off the river could help reduce 

the number of birds temporarily, but it was particularly difficult to have an impact during the crucial time 

of the smolt migration. Therefore, no improvement in smolt survival was achieved.  

The Board applies for an annual licence to shoot to scare, with a small number of birds shot to reinforce 

the scaring technique. NatureScot sets the quota for this licence on the basis that it should not cause a 

reduction in the bird population. The annual licence has been used for over 15 years, and the goosander 

population increase that has occurred suggests minimal impact on bird numbers.  However, in its current 

application it is a weak tool to conserve salmon populations.   

Scottish Government acknowledges that birds can have a significant impact on salmon in the North East. 

Clear evidence is still required to demonstrate whether controlling this predator could help protect 

salmon stocks. In 2019-20 the Dee supported a national licensed study into goosander diets and results 

are currently awaited.  

Our preferred response to reduce predation pressure is non-lethal. However, lethal methods can be 

justified to protect a salmon population that is heading towards crisis point. 

Actions 
1. Demonstrate predation impact 

• The Board will continue to do coordinated bird counts throughout the river to monitor goosander 

numbers and will provide this information to Scottish Government.  

• Work with MSS in 2021-22 to track acoustically tagged smolts and develop evidence to demonstrate 

impact of predators (subject to funding).  

 
2. Manage goosanders under licence 

• Promote the need for licensing to protect salmon smolt production, given the evidence that bird 

numbers are healthy whereas salmon have shown huge declines. This will be done through our 

position on the national predator management group, which includes Scottish Government and 

NatureScot. 

 
3. Provide cover for smolts 

• Encourage bankside and instream cover to be left in situ and develop habitat restoration plans to 

restore floodplains and provide main stem cover to help protect smolts. 
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Seals 
The two Scottish seals – common and grey - are protected species. Grey seal populations are healthy, but 

common seals are declining.  

Seals generally have a minor impact on salmon stocks and only a few seals enter the Dee beyond the tidal 

limit. However, a few individuals seek out river habitat and show more preference for salmon in their diet. 

They have been reported as far inland as Banchory, 22 miles/35 km from the coast. Previous work 

suggested that the number of Dee adult salmon taken by seals each year was in the hundreds1, although 

at that time salmon stocks were more abundant. However, they also eat salmon smolts.  

As the Dee estuary is confined by the harbour, this may also increase the number of salmon eaten by 

seals. However, the perceived impact of seals is made worse by ‘scaremongering’.  

The Board is working with SMRU to look at the impact of seals on salmon and to investigate non-lethal 

ways to reduce impact. This is funded by Scottish Government as part of its efforts to find alternatives to 

lethal control of seals.  Our overall aim is to prevent most seal incursions into the river, which relates to 

only a very small proportion of the total seals in the area, to minimise both salmon losses to predation 

and disruption to fishing. We need a rapid, effective response to seals in the river and an automatic non-

lethal response is our preferred option. 

Actions 
1. Demonstrate impact 

• The Board will continue to record seals in the river, supported by key observers, and report to SMRU 

to identify individual seals that are damaging to the fishery.  

• The Board will continue to support SMRU and MSS to estimate the number of seals in the river using 

photo identification and to develop remote video technology to enable automatic detection of seals, 

which has been trialed in 2020. 

• The Board will continue to highlight to Scottish Government the impact that some seals can have on 

salmon stocks and fisheries.  

 

2. Develop scaring techniques 

• Press for Scottish Government to provide resources to urgently develop effective, non-lethal seal 

deterrents. 

• Encourage and support trials to link automatic video detection of seals with scaring techniques, such 

as sensor-triggered startle devices, to deter seals in the river. 

• Work with SMRU and MSS to undertake tests of the effectiveness of different deterrents on the Dee.  

 
3. Minimise seal incursions in river 

• Use scaring techniques to deter seals until effective, automatic scaring devices are available. Patrols 

will be carried out at the start of the fishing season and following persistent observations of seals at 

 
1 Carter et al 2001 Predation by seals on salmonids in two Scottish estuaries. Fisheries Management and Ecology 
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-2400.2001.00247.x 

https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-2400.2001.00247.x
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a location during the fishing season. It is expected that this work will be done in conjunction with any 

impacted fishing beats.  

 

4. Communications 

• To reduce the impact on fisheries, it is important that seals are not negatively promoted to anglers.  

• At a national level, the importance of salmon to maintaining seal populations along our coastlines 

should be highlighted positively. 

 

Cormorants 
On the Dee, cormorants are far fewer than goosanders and they tend to come inland from the coast, most 

for a limited time during the winter, particularly in February and March. They are becoming more of a 

threat as they encroach inland now even as far as Invercauld and take smolts and adult sea trout. Overall, 

though, their impact is low due to their small numbers. The Board obtains a small licence each year to 

help manage cormorant presence on the river. As with goosanders, in 2019-20 the Dee supported a 

national study to obtain information on cormorant diets to better quantify the impact of these birds on 

fish stocks.   

Actions 

1. Monitor impact 

• Cormorants will continue to be counted through winter and spring surveys by the Board to detect if 

this predation pressure increases. This information is provided to NatureScot to help determine an 

allowable licence.  

 

2. Minimise cormorant incursions in river 

• The current management of cormorant numbers is satisfactory assuming numbers remain low. The 

shoot to scare licence should continue to help confine birds to coastal areas.  

 

Dolphins 
The bottlenose dolphin population around the Dee is part of the Moray Firth dolphin population, which 

has approximately 200 individuals and is mobile around the Scottish East coast. Bottlenose dolphins are a 

protected species and also face many pressures. 

Bottlenose dolphins are present within and directly out from Aberdeen Harbour and feed on salmon 

returning to the Dee. However, the impact of dolphins on salmon stocks in not known. It is possible that 

the artificial channel of the river as it passes through the harbour influences an otherwise balanced 

relationship between dolphins and salmon.  

Actions 

1. Monitor impacts 
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• Seek for research to be carried out into the impact of dolphins on Dee salmon stocks in the harbour.  

 

2. Promote conservation  

• Healthy salmon populations and healthy dolphin populations are linked, and this will be used to 

promote salmon conservation to the public as a wider message of protecting our native marine 

wildlife. 

 

 

D. Water quality & quantity 
There has been a huge decline in water quality from a historical perspective, and whilst regulations in 

recent years and decades have improved the situation, water quality is far from what it would be without 

the impact of our rural and urban communities. It is probably the biggest factor influencing the middle 

and lower catchment fish stocks and river life. 

Water scarcity can hinder fish migration, reduce available habitat, concentrate pollution and - when 

combined with warm temperatures - increase risk of fish disease and mortality. As the river supplies water 

for over 300,000 people and their homes and businesses, balancing water demands is a major challenge 

for the future. Although the principle abstraction is for domestic use there may be future demands on 

water resources for agricultural irrigation. 

The actions set out below to improve water quality and quantity will of course benefit not only fish and 

other aquatic life, but also the suppliers and users of the Dee’s water, namely the whole Deeside 

community.  

Water quality 
The biggest visible impact on water quality is sediment run-off. This is damaging to juvenile and spawning 

habitat and invertebrate habitat, thus affecting food supply for fish.  

Chemicals such as pesticides and road salt may have at least as much impact on water quality as sediment, 

as they are washed off agricultural and urban land. Even low concentrations of chemicals in the river 

damage fish by affecting their homing, spawning and predator avoidance skills, ultimately reducing 

survival. Pharmaceuticals in watercourses may also be an issue as, for example, environmentally damaging 

levels of anti-depressants have been found in the Ythan estuary, and ibuprofen in the Cromarty Firth. 

The riparian zone – the land alongside watercourses – acts as a buffer to pollutants. In agricultural areas, 

fencing-off riparian lands is a key tool in preventing livestock, sediment, agricultural chemicals and 

nutrients entering watercourses. Buffer strip creation can be financed by agricultural grant schemes 

(currently AECS). Since 2012, we have installed over 82 km of buffer strip.  

Whilst there are regulations in place to prevent pollution to watercourses, there is limited testing done to 

check this and when testing is carried out, pollutants have been found. For example, the River Deveron 

recently demonstrated high levels of the pesticide cypermethrin in water samples, and 46% of river 

samples by the Salmon & Trout Conservation Trust in England failed chemical standards. 
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Poor management practices outside of the riparian zone can overwhelm riparian buffering, or field drains 

can bypass them. To deal properly with pollutants affecting water quality requires a national change in 

land management practices and the use of chemicals. 

Actions 
1. Effective buffer strips  

• Work with SEPA to ensure compliance to regulations to protect watercourses (General Binding Rules) 

and to ensure effective buffer strips are in place.  

• Assist land managers, owners and farmers who go beyond the legal minimum requirements to create 

buffer strips. Help with funding applications and offer top up funding if necessary, on a case-by-case 

basis, for buffer strips, off-stream drinking points for livestock, or wetland creation.   

• Highlight and support implementation of Aberdeenshire Council’s buffer strips policy by developers.  

 
2. Prevent pollution  

• The Board will continue to assist SEPA by reporting or responding to breaches of the controlled activity 

regulations (CAR) and associated General Binding Rules.  

• Highlight to SEPA, and to Scottish Government, where regulatory standards are not achieved and seek 

penalties. 

• Press for the ‘polluter pays’ principle and environmental repatriation to restore the environment to 

its pre-pollution state.  

• Provide guidance to developers to avoid impacts to fish stocks, through the planning process and 

advice. We will highlight incidents that occur and seek for polluters to be held to account.  

• Highlight the pollution incidents that occur at Scottish Water’s Waste Water Treatment Plants. We 

will encourage anyone to report pollution incidents to the Board and SEPA.  

• Through the Dee Catchment Partnership, we will support the Council in promoting good maintenance 

of private septic tanks.   

 
3. Reduce contaminants 

• The Trust will monitor selected sites of concern to determine if chemical pollutants are causing an 

impact on river life. We will investigate the use of invertebrate monitoring and potentially develop 

capacity to carry out annual surveys. This will be followed up with chemical water testing as 

appropriate.  

• Support research by James Hutton Institute to investigate pharmaceutical input into the Dee.  

• Communicate findings to SEPA and require regulatory action when contaminants are at unacceptable 

levels. 

• Highlight any issues to Scottish Government and press for more effective regulations.  

 

https://www.aberdeenshire.gov.uk/media/21345/2015_09-buffer-strips-planning-advice.pdf
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Abstraction 
Approximately 1 million litres of water are taken from the Dee every day. Population growth and increased 

demand combined with reduced rainfall/changes in rainfall pattern owing to climate change means that 

low flows in the river will become more commonplace.  

Whilst abstraction by Scottish Water has always remained within approved limits, the Dee has limited 

capacity to cope with future climate changes. The Board’s abstraction study (2012) provides an argument 

for managing water use to prevent damagingly low flows in the future and this is considered a priority 

issue. 

Actions 
1. Protect low flows 

• Provide fish-specific guidance to feed into Scottish Water’s strategy for water scarcity. 

• Feed into SEPAs Water Supply & Waste Water Sector Plan and encourage water storage options in 

the catchment. 

• Highlight to Scottish Government that river abstraction for public water supply requires extra support 

and this must be incorporated into their climate strategy.  

 

2. Longer-term solutions 

• Build on the abstraction study (2012) to highlight concerns to SEPA and Scottish Government to 

encourage new policy development for water standards., such as lower summer abstraction rates.  

• Highlight concerns with future water flows and press for Scottish Water to develop additional water 

storage facilities as part of its water scarcity strategy. 

• Develop habitat restoration works for floodplain wetlands in the upper catchment to manage natural 

flows. 

 

 

E. Control fish disease 

Environmental stresses 
Each year fish disease is noted on some fish in the river. This generally affects few fish and has a seasonal 

trend, with infections mostly in the late spring and early summer as the rivers warm up. Most fish recover, 

but risk of serious infection and mortality is increased under stress. Therefore hot, low flow conditions 

early in the season, and stress from capture, are potential precursors of disease.  

Actions 
1. Promote good fish handling 

• Increase promotion of good fish handling techniques to reduce stress to fish and therefore 

susceptibility to disease. Target advice to anglers in advance of their fishing visit and liaise with 

proprietors and ghillies to encourage delivery. 

• Produce advisory communications to explain impacts of fish handling and fish stress. Emphasize 

messages during exceptionally hot or dry periods when disease risk is much higher.  
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2. Disease monitoring 

• Monitoring of disease will continue and anyone noticing disease is encouraged to report it to the 

River Office.  

• Communicate with ghillies, clubs and proprietors about disease risks and request help with 

monitoring. 

• Report concerns to the Fish Health Inspectorate and help to sample diseased fish.  

• Water temperature monitoring is being carried out by the Trust and links between temperatures and 

disease reports will be analysed. 

 

Disease introduction 
There is a risk of introduction of more serious diseases, currently not present on the Dee. The parasite 

Gyrodactylus salaris (GS) is possibly the greatest threat, capable of wiping out salmon stocks in rivers. The 

risks of such devastating diseases being brought in from other rivers and countries can be largely reduced 

through taking biosecurity precautions such as disinfecting, and the Board and Trust urge everyone to get 

behind these measures. Not all anglers or other river users carry out the biosecurity requirements and 

this piecemeal approach to biosecurity leaves the river exposed to disease introductions. 

Actions 
1. Improve biosecurity 

• Angler and ghillie surveys will be carried out to understand barriers and find solutions to 

implementing biosecurity.  

• The Board will use this information to expand efforts to encourage biosecurity measures, on ghillied 

and unghillied beats, and by all water users.  

• Communications will promote the importance of biosecurity measures. 

 

 

F. Control Invasive Non-Native Species (INNS) 
Invasive non-native species (INNS) are any wild species in the wrong place.  

Mink 
American mink have been controlled on Deeside by the Board and Trust for 16 years and are now at very 

low numbers. However, they are highly mobile. The Trust runs a mink control programme with volunteers 

and this is currently funded by a national project.  

Actions 
1. Maintain control 

• The Trust will continue to coordinate a volunteer monitoring and trapping programme. 

• The Trust will seek funding to support its ongoing commitment. 
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Pink salmon 
An invasion of Pacific pink salmon occurred throughout Europe in 2017 and further returns of this species 

occurred at a much lower level in 2019. Their eggs and fry were shown to survive initially in Scottish rivers. 

However, they emigrate from the river in winter rather than spring and are then unlikely to survive.  

Actions 
1. Evidence of impact  

• Through the national pink salmon advisory group we will support research into the impacts of pink 

salmon in Scottish waters. Such work will likely be opportunistic if pink salmon reappear in Scottish 

rivers in 2021 or 2023.  

 

2. Potential control 

• Investigate methods of removal of adult pink salmon from the river, if pink salmon are considered 

likely to impact on native fish or other wildlife. 

 

Ranunculus 
The aquatic plant water crowfoot, or Ranunculus, has spread in the Dee since the 1970s and is present 

from the middle river downstream of Dess. It spreads in high-nutrient waters and so inputs from arable 

land, water treatment plants and septic tank overflows contribute to its extent. It creates deposition of 

fine sediments which reduces habitat for juvenile fish, spawning gravels and freshwater pearl mussels. It 

can also make angling difficult. However, in its native English rivers it provides benefits such as shading 

effects, oxygen creation and invertebrate habitat.  

Removal techniques have been tried on the Dee, including manual cutting, digging out and herbicide 

application. None have been successful. A chemical treatment previously used successfully on the Spey is 

now banned. Eradication of Ranunculus is now likely impossible unless new chemical controls are found. 

Actions 
1. Evaluate impacts on salmon  

• Research into the impacts of Ranunculus on salmon are required to determine how much resource 

should be invested in its control. This may be done jointly with other rivers.  

 

2. Local management for fishing access 

• Provide advice to fishing beats on how best to cut back Ranunculus to improve access for fishing.  

 

3. Balance nutrient input  

• Previously mentioned actions, including working with land managers to reduce nutrient input into 

watercourses, improving public knowledge on septic tank maintenance and working with SEPA and 

Scottish Water to consider waste-water treatment measures will help reduce nutrient input in the 

lower catchment and limit Ranunculus spread in the longer term.  
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4. Biosecurity 

• Biosecurity awareness will be promoted to help ensure Ranunculus is not spread by river users, 

particularly into the upper catchment.  

 

Plants 
Invasive non-native plants have a great impact on general biodiversity and the river and bankside habitat. 

Since 2012, the Trust and Board have annually treated giant hogweed, Himalayan balsam, Japanese 

knotweed and American skunk cabbage. As these plants have low direct impact on fish and fisheries, 

support for control work is needed from outside of the fisheries sector. Currently there is no national body 

leading the control. 

Giant hogweed and Japanese knotweed on the riverbanks can be fully treated with staff time and a small 

amount of volunteer support. The widespread Himalayan balsam is feasibly beyond our control, but a top-

down approach to control in the catchment, using volunteer groups, support from landowners and 

wherever possible, machinery, will help reduce its spread and tackle emerging infestations. American 

skunk cabbage is an emerging issue on the catchment but has limited impacts on fish and fisheries.  

New INNS will continue to emerge but by increasing awareness alongside biosecurity measures this 

potential would be greatly reduced. 

Actions 
1. To reduce invasive non-native plants on riverbanks 

• The Trust will deliver the Scottish Invasive Species Initiative until late 2021 and seek funding to 

continue the control of invasive non-native plants after this project ends. 

• The Trust will encourage volunteering to remove invasive plants, including running corporate 

volunteering events and public volunteering days, and helping to establish and support community 

volunteer groups. 

• The Board will assist fishery owners in controlling invasive plants by providing training, chemicals and 

joint working with staff.  

• At a national level and with FMS, we will press for greater responsibility for landowners to control 

invasive plants on their land.  

 
2. To reduce the threat of new invasive plants 

• The biosecurity plan will be revised for existing and emerging threats and approaches for control. 

• Communicate the risk of introducing invasives to anglers and the wider public. 
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Goal 2. RESTORE Fish Stocks and their Rivers 
Marine survival fluctuates but in poor years stocks can bounce back when the river is producing large 

numbers of healthy smolts. However, when marine survival is low and the river’s ability to produce good 

numbers of healthy smolts has been reduced, recovery will be far slower and more precarious. An increase 

in the river’s capacity to produce smolts will lead to an increase in numbers of returning adults.  

Our once salmon-rich rivers have been substantially altered over millennia, with deforestation, 

agricultural intensification and damming for waterpower causing profound changes. Scotland is one of 

the most heavily deforested countries in Europe, with only half of the European average of forest cover – 

and less than one quarter of Scotland’s remaining woodland is natural (State of Nature 2019 Scotland 

Report). From the original estimated 70% forest cover, the upper catchment of the Dee now has only 8% 

woodland cover (including commercial plantations), whilst some individual catchments such as the Gairn 

have only 2% woodland.  

 

Existing riparian woodland 

 

The accelerated hillslope erosion and rapid run off from the cleared land has reduced floodplain 

functioning and suitable stream habitat. Such drastic alterations mean the river is now more susceptible 

to extreme flows and temperature fluctuations. 

Whilst the loss of native woodland and functioning floodplains may not seem to be a direct cause of the 

decline in salmon stocks, it is likely they have been the first and most lasting impact on the rivers’ ability 

to produce salmon. A lack of trees has meant a direct reduction in habitat complexity and nutrient input 

and a lack of shade which can cause dangerously high water temperatures.  Deforestation has reduced 

the resilience of the river to changes and contributed to a negative spiral in fish stocks.  

https://nbn.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/State-of-Nature-2019-UK-full-report.pdf
https://nbn.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/State-of-Nature-2019-UK-full-report.pdf
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To maximise the production of wild salmon and sea trout we will focus restoration efforts in the following 

areas.  

 

A. Restore bankside habitat 
It is crucial that salmon and trout have the best conditions in which to thrive and grow strong before they 

embark on their ocean journey, as fit, young fish stand a far better chance of returning to spawn. Climate 

change is having a major impact on salmon in freshwater through changes in temperature and water 

flows, and indirectly through food availability and potentially earlier egg development, faster growth and 

earlier smolting age. In high temperatures, salmon stop feeding and growing and thermal stress can make 

them more susceptible to predation and disease.  

Climate change impacts have also been compounded by the historic impacts of deforestation and 

agricultural intensification.  Scotland was once heavily forested and salmon have evolved to thrive in 

forested river catchments. Therefore, the expansion of native woodland is a major factor in giving salmon 

the rich, robust habitat they need. 

FACT: A 1°C increase in temperature results in 15 days less snow cover at 130 m altitude and 33 days 

less snow cover at 750 m altitude in the Cairngorms (Rivington et al 2019; climate xchange). 

 

Climate challenges and tree planting 
Of particular concern are rising summer water temperatures in unshaded upper tributaries, which are 

often vital for spawning and juveniles. In partnership with MSS, we have been monitoring river water 

temperature for several years. In 2018, temperatures in upper tributaries reached 27.5˚C and it is 

anticipated that such conditions will become more common in future.  

The work also indicates that around 300 km of streams within the Dee catchment are particularly 

vulnerable to increases in summer water temperature. These are mainly small upland streams at the head 

of tributaries, in particular, the Gairn and Muick, the Geldie burn, and tributaries of the Tanar, Clunie and 

Ey, as well as the main stem Dee above Lui burn. 

Wooded stream banks effectively reduce summer water temperatures, whilst increasing winter 

temperatures, making the streams more suitable for juvenile salmon. Trees also increase food supply 

directly through insect drop, and indirectly through leaf litter.  Eventually fallen trees and branches will 

provide physical habitat for fish species and tree cover will reduce run off rates during heavy rain events. 

Native woodland establishment will only have a significant benefit to salmon stocks if undertaken on a 

large scale, and our aim is to establish 50% cover of riverbanks with riparian woodland. We have already 

planted over 200,000 riparian trees since 2013 and we aim to plant a further 800,000 native trees. Target 

areas for woodland establishment will be influenced by water temperature predictions, with priority areas 

being the upland feeder streams highlighted as most at risk and which are also key production areas of 

spring salmon. It will also be balanced with protection of other important sites, land uses and species and 

Habitat Regulations Appraisals will be carried out where required. 

FACT: Salmon feeding declines above 16°C, they suffer thermal stress at 23°C and mortality at 29.5°C. 

https://www.climatexchange.org.uk/media/3900/cxc-snow-cover-and-climate-change-in-the-cairngorms-national-park_1.pdf
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One million trees 

With over 200,000 riverbank trees already planted by the Board and Trust, in 2020 the Trust launched 

a campaign to achieve the planting of one million trees by 2035. To date, this work has been hugely 

supported by other organisations, such as the Cairngorms National Park Authority, Woodland Trust and 

Scottish Natural Heritage, recognising that the planting of native trees along riverbanks provides many 

benefits to wildlife and biodiversity. This work is about putting the right tree in the right place – it is 

not just to offset 250,000 tonnes of carbon and help mitigate climate change, but also to help stabilise 

river channels, provide shade and leaf litter, reduce bankside erosion, assist natural flood management 

and improve habitat networks. 

The Trust is now fundraising to support the delivery of this work, as well as seeking grant funding and 

improvements to government funding schemes.  

 

Actions 
1. Protect existing riverbank woodland  

• Promote their importance and respond to planning requests that may impact on riparian woodlands. 

 

2. Promote native woodland regeneration 

• Map areas with potential for increasing riparian woodland regeneration. 

• Encourage reduction in grazing pressure where it is inhibiting regeneration of trees. 

• In areas where grazing is low but rank vegetation prevents natural regeneration, work with others to 

review the benefits of scarification for tree establishment, and if necessary undertake a scarifying 

trial within the timeframe of this FMP. 

 

3. Plant native riverbank woodland 

• Build support for riparian tree planting with land managers, by working with Scottish Land & Estates 

and Wildlife Estates Scotland initiative to provide guidance and hold events. 

• Work with estates, landowners and land managers to access Forestry Grant Schemes (FGS) to deliver 
large-scale riparian tree planting and plant 55,000 trees each year. Key target areas are the upper 
tributaries - Gairn, Geldie, Tanar, Clunie and Ey, and the main stem Dee above Lui burn.  

• Seek changes to FGS to provide enhanced funding for riparian planting and its restoration benefits. 

• The Trust will raise funds through the one million trees campaign to fund delivery of large-scale tree 

planting enclosures where FGS cannot be accessed. 

• Mob tree planting will be used in areas with relatively low grazing pressure and with no appropriate 

seed source nearby, focusing on less palatable species such as alder. 

• Establish trees in small enclosures where no other options are available. Grant funding and charitable 

donations will be sought. 

• Maintain the trees during early establishment and maintain fencing for 20 years.  
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• Continue to monitor water temperatures at 40 sites with MSS to determine thermal benefits of tree 

planting and guide further planting at local and national levels. 

 

 

Target areas for riverbank tree planting 

 

Floodplains & wetlands  
87% of the UK’s wetlands have been lost in the last 300 years as land has been drained to accommodate 

housing, industry and agriculture. The reduction of wetlands, like deforestation, peatland drainage and 

disconnection of floodplains, reduces the river’s capacity to deal with high and low flows events, reduces 

water quality, groundwater storage and the complexity and biodiversity of habitats and species. 

Large scale restoration of floodplains is key to restoring salmon stocks in a significant way and this has 

been demonstrated in the American Northwest. In these landscape-scale projects, the food available for 

fish has increased 150-fold, and the greater habitat variability allows fish to survive during periods of 

extreme temperatures and floods. Such restoration also has significant benefits for flood alleviation and 

water quality by slowing down peak flows and storing water, and fully charged ground water stored in 

floodplains and wetlands then reduces the likelihood of extreme low flows.   

A sustainable approach to flood management uses natural river processes, bog and wetland restoration 

and riparian woodland management to help reduce the impacts of flood events. Many floodplains in both 

upper and lower tributaries of the Dee catchment have the potential to become more natural and 

functioning river habitat, as does the main stem of the Dee.  

Additional tools, including both drain blocking and the creation of ‘leaky dams’ can help back-up high 

flows and raise water levels over a wide area of the floodplain, and if carried out at a significant scale, can 

slow down peak flows during flood events. Trial leaky dams are being created on the Muick tributary in 

2020. 
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Actions 
1. Reinstate floodplains and wetlands 

• Two floodplain/wetland restoration projects have been designed recently - the Beltie burn (near 

Torphins) and the Garbh Allt (near Balmoral) - and will be implemented in late 2020. 

• We will develop partnerships with key stakeholders, land managers, Cairngorms National Park 

Authority (CNPA), SEPA, NatureScot, Dee Catchment Partnership (DCP) and Local Councils to identify 

further potential sites for restoration. 

• With a partnership approach we will secure funding for a large-scale floodplain and wetland 

restoration in the Dee catchment. The goal would be to have the funding in place within the timescale 

for this plan. 

• Physical works to remove artificial bank protection and flood banks, reconnect former river channels 
and wetlands and re-establish natural floodplain vegetation and wet woodlands, are likely to 
commence at the end of this plan. 

• Feed in through the consultation process on the Flood Risk Management Act and the next Local Flood 
Risk Management Plan. 

 

 
Key areas to investigate floodplain restoration 

 
 

2. Drain blocking 

• Liaise with landowners and managers to identify drains that can be blocked. 

• Apply for grant funding to carry out drain blocking.  

 

3. Leaky dams 

• Install and monitor 50 leaky dam structures during the timeframe of this plan. 
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Peatland restoration 
Drainage of peatlands was widely practiced in the past in an attempt to improve the land for agriculture, 
forestry and grouse moor management.  However, it has led to significant negative impacts on rivers, by 
contributing to increased runoff during floods, reduced water storage for supply during droughts and 
reductions in water quality.   
 
Peatlands are also an important carbon store and in light of the global climate emergency, the Scottish 
Government has increased its commitment to restore degraded peatlands by a further £11 million from 
2020. 
 

Actions 
1. Promote and support peatland restoration 

• Work in partnership – though not as the lead – with other organisations to deliver peatland 
restoration in the Dee catchment during the timeframe of this plan. 

• Work with all stakeholders to encourage reduction in grazing pressure where grazing inhibits 
peatland recovery. 

• Encourage the strict implementation of the Scottish Muirburn Code by working with estates and land 
managers. 

 

B. Restore instream habitat 
Deforestation and the intensification of agriculture in the catchment have altered much of the river from 

a diverse mosaic of channel forms to a simplified single channel. The overall wetted area of the river could 

have decreased between 1750 and 2000 by a half due to these changes. Effectively therefore, fish 

production area is also likely to have declined by a half. The lack of habitat complexity will have benefited 

predators of fish, as the river throughout its length now has far less suitable cover for parr and smolts to 

evade predation.  

Extensive attempts over the last 200 years to reinforce riverbanks to halt channel movement and bank 

erosion and to concentrate flows into a single channel, as well as the removal of any large wood from the 

channel, have created incised rivers, stopped floodplains functioning and removed habitat for fish. For 

example, there is now little cover for smolts in the main stem. Natural channel movement creates new 

and complex habitats and there are still parts of the catchment where channel movement should be 

permitted and even encouraged.   

Another legacy from deforestation has been the removal of large boulders from the channel to aid 
transportation of logs from the upper catchment down to Aberdeen, causing loss of shelter to fish.  
 
The natural state of the Dee would include areas of erosion and deposition that would be in balance - a 

“dynamic equilibrium”. Slowing the flows by restoring floodplains and establishing bankside woodland 

would reduce the sediment being washed downstream from the uplands. The recent increase in flood 

frequency has resulted in an upturn in erosion and sediment transport that is probably responsible for the 

infilling of salmon pools in the main river.  
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Map of the mouth of Dee around 1800. 

 

 

Mouth of the Dee in 2020. 
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Instream Habitat diversity 
Various techniques can be used to help reinstate habitat diversity, such as the installation of Large Wood 
Structures (LWS) and boulders. These create immediate benefits for fish by providing shelter from high 
flows, cooling shade, increased invertebrates to feed on, shelter from predators and, through the impact 
on flows, create pools and gravel beds to support spawning and nursery sites. Habitat diversity and large 
wood in rivers has been shown to increase juvenile survival, fry density and spawning. Conversely an 
absence of wood is linked to reduced growth rates of juvenile salmon.  
 
Over winter mortality may be a major factor limiting the production of smolts. In winter, salmon parr seek 
deeper water and shelter to protect them from floods and predation. LWS forms a key role in protecting 
juvenile salmon during this vulnerable period.  
 
To date we have installed over 100 individual LWS on the Gairn and Muick tributaries, covering around 10 
km of stream length and funded by SEPA, NatureScot, CNPA and the Dee Catchment Partnership. These 
are viewed as the beginning of a large, catchment-wide programme to reinstate LWS to upland river 
channels as part of wider restoration efforts to create significant improvements in fish numbers.   
 

Actions 
1. Large Wood Structures 

• Encourage the retention of naturally occurring LWS. 

• Identify further sites for the installation of LWS. 

• Develop a prioritised strategy to increase the amount of LWS within the catchment within the 

timeframe of this plan. 

• Secure funding through grants and charitable donations and install a minimum of 30 LWS each year 

for the next 5 years.  

• Monitor the effect of LWS on habitat and fish numbers, starting 2020. 

• Promote re-establishment of native riparian woodland, which will in the long term provide a source 

of large wood to the system. 

 
2. Boulder additions 

• Support proprietors to install large instream boulders where appropriate. 

 
3. Re-naturalisation of river channels and reinstatement of side/flood channels 

• Identify and evaluate sites for channel restoration and create a prioritised restoration strategy. 

• Use partnership approaches to secure funding and deliver channel restoration projects, possibly 
linked with natural flood management.  

• Create LWS on side channels of the main channel. 

 



31 

 
Key areas to target instream habitat diversity 

 

Nutrient Status 
The Dee is generally nutrient-poor owing to geology. In the upper catchment, nutrient levels are even 

lower due to land use practices, likely from forest clearance and the management for grouse and deer, by 

the removal of carcasses and muirburn. Conversely in the agricultural sub-catchments of the middle and 

lower Dee, the nutrient status has increased due to fertiliser applications. However, the low nutrient 

status of upland streams does not reflect the rivers being in a pristine state.  

Nutrients tend to flow from the land to the sea but migrating salmon enable nutrients to be returned to 

the land and rivers. As the carcasses of spawned salmon break down, nutrients become available to 

aquatic life as well as to streamside vegetation. This fertilises the stream and creates an environment 

which favours the growth of the young fish. In British Columbia, 75% of nitrogen in the trees is derived 

from salmon nutrients in accessible catchments. 

If restored to true abundance, Atlantic salmon could contribute significant nutrients to Scotland’s river 

systems. In recent years however, due to low numbers of returning adult salmon, very few carcasses 

contributed nutrients to upland streams.  

The effect of nutrient enrichment from salmon carcasses in upland tributaries has recently been studied 

in America and in Scotland on the River Conon catchment, with promising and immediate results. In 

Scotland, streams that had extra salmon carcasses had more insects (‘fish food’), and the surviving fish fry 

were larger. 
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We began a nutrient addition trial on the Muick tributary of the Dee in 2019 to determine the benefits to 

fish stocks. We are monitoring primary production (algae), invertebrate abundance and fish size and 

abundance. 

FACT: As weight of a smolt increases from 15g to 20g, its probability of survival at sea and coming 

back as an adult increases from 2% to 5%. 

Actions 
1. Nutrient additions 

• Continue the nutrient addition trial in the upper Dee (2019 - 2021) and monitor with support from 

James Hutton Institute. 

• If the trial is successful, carry out nutrient additions in nutrient-poor tributaries from 2022 onwards. 

• Promote large scale re-establishment of native riparian woodland to provide long term nutrient 

enhancement. 

 

 

C. Create free passage 
Structures such as weirs and dams prevent the progress of salmon and sea trout up and down rivers, as 

well as disrupting the movement of water and substrate. SEPA is the regulating body for these structures.  

The Dee Trust and Board have been actively removing or making passable man-made obstructions for 

decades, with some large fish passes being constructed in the catchment in the 1930s. Over 30 

obstructions on the Dee, Cowie and Carron have been eased since 2006 and obstruction assessments have 

been carried out twice in the last 12 years. Only one major complete barrier to fish migration now remains 

on the Dee - Garlogie dam on the Culter Burn catchment. This has been awarded funding from SEPA and 

is scheduled for removal in 2021.  

There are 10 further obstructions on small streams which are completely impassable and many more 

structures which although passable, in certain conditions may still form a partial barrier. Many of the 

remaining barriers are Council-owned road culverts and bridge aprons. Where possible, obstructions to 

migration should be removed rather than fitted with a pass. Recent studies have shown that the maximum 

passability for fish passes ranges from only 20-70% and there is also a major impact on juveniles, with 30% 

of attempted downstream passes unsuccessful. 

Actions 
1. Create accessible fish habitat 

• Complete the removal of Garlogie dam by 2021.  

• Working with the Local Councils, landowners and SEPA, develop a strategy to ease or remove all 
impacting manmade obstructions in the Dee, Cowie and Carron, within the timeframe of this plan. 

• Re-assess existing dams with fish passes to consider complete removal.  

• Continue to assess developments that may impact on fish migration such as hydro schemes and 
bridge repairs.  
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D. Gain support 
Our communications must help to re-connect local communities with the river. Wider engagement with 

the community is required ultimately to ensure public support, and therefore government and funder 

support, for our work to restore the Dee and save salmon. This work cannot be achieved without a 

supportive community, which requires an understanding of the issues, actions and outcomes. 

Actions 
1. Communications 

• We will highlight the plight of salmon, challenges facing the river, what we are doing to help, and 

request support, as our key messages. 

• We will target communications to river stakeholders, the local public, government and its agencies, 

using social media, website, press and events. We will champion our Living River vision. 

• We will create a new River Dee website as the main ‘shop window’ which will be central to the delivery 

of our key messages and building public engagement. 

 

2. Fundraising 

• Campaigns will be used to target support for the river. In 2020 the Trust launched the one million 

trees campaign and this will last for the duration of the plan. Business support can be linked to global 

goals. Carbon offsetting will be explored as a means of encouraging business support. 

• Donations will be sought from the river community and locally based businesses to support salmon in 

crisis and the river’s wider biodiversity. 

• Events, such as dinners and auctions, will be held to target support from the river community, and 

more broadly from the local community with an emphasis on the river and its biodiversity. Currently, 

the Trust holds an annual dinner and auction, and a separate online auction.  

• We will seek funding from government and its agencies through grants, focusing on the links to 

government strategies such as tackling climate change. 

 

3. Education 

• The Trust’s education programme (launched 2020) will be developed for visits with school groups, 

online resources and a programme of wider community engagement. It will raise general awareness 

about the river as well as campaigns or specific issues, such as invasive species and climate change.  

• The Trust will promote learning about the river at events, including a River Festival and through 

participating in other locally-hosted events. 

 
4. Developing volunteers 

• The Trust will run volunteering days with members of the public and corporate groups to encourage 

support for the habitat restoration work.  

• The Trust will use smaller groups of trained volunteers for support such as invasive plant chemical 

control. 
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Goal 3. CREATE Thriving Fisheries  
With the current low levels of salmon stocks, a strong offering to anglers is the experience of fishing on 

the Dee. Deeside is a beautiful Scottish tourist destination, and the river has a long history and culture of 

salmon fishing. Consequently, there is much to offer visiting anglers, even if catching a salmon is not 

guaranteed.  

Covid-19 has brought new practical and financial challenges for Dee beats and service providers. It has 

had a major impact on the beats’ ability to trade. This has led to a major reduction in assessment, which 

in turn impacts on the Board income. It is a challenging time and a cause for concern for everyone who 

has a business interest in the Dee fishery.  

The aim of this plan is to set out how we will achieve a thriving fishery based on the current level of fish 

stocks, demonstrated by an increase in angler business for the period 2019-2025. To achieve this, we must 

cater for all parts of the market, from experienced anglers (repeat customers), to casual anglers (‘walk-

ins' or occasional customers) and novices (new customers). Focusing on the fishing experience on offer 

will serve prudent in times of lean catches but will remain relevant in times of abundance. Furthermore, 

we should emphasise the qualities of Deeside as a visitor attraction to help overcome the threats posed 

by changes in the angling market. 

The target is to increase bookings by an average of 10% year on year for the period 2019-2025. To achieve 

this, we will create new anglers (customers) and develop opportunities to attract anglers to fish the Dee.  

 

A. Keeping Customers and Appealing to New Ones 
With the Covid-related economic losses of 2020 on top of the longer-term economic challenges brought 

by a decline in fish catches, it is important to review what we are selling, who we sell to and how we do 

it.  

The Dee fisheries traditionally cater for regular or semi-regular anglers. Typically, this angler is: 

o Experienced 
o Has own equipment 
o Has access to all relevant information - catches, water levels etc. 
o Catch-focused 

This group used to book fishing annually - once known as the dead man’s shoes model - where the demand 

for fishing meant that opportunities were restricted and often oversubscribed. This formed the backbone 

of all fishing sold. This model is in decline. The new market emerging shows: 

o A move away from 6-day bookings to 3 days or less 
o An ageing customer base 
o New anglers are time poor 

 
With developments in technology over the last 15 years, anglers, particularly local/Scottish anglers, are 

better equipped to make informed decisions on where and when to fish. The online reporting of catches 

has resulted in shorter booking lead times as they began to hedge their bets and book fishing where they 

believed they would have the best chance of catching. As catches declined, so too have bookings.  These 

customers are typically driven by catches/price and are largely immune to marketing.  
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It is not sustainable to use fish numbers as the sole basis for attracting customers. As the market changes 

we need to explore ways to overcome these changes and take advantage of new opportunities. Presently, 

beats are mainly geared towards experienced anglers, with little attention paid to casual or novice anglers. 

This is a missed opportunity. The 2020 challenges have radically highlighted the need for a diverse angler 

base, from locals to international visitors, and to have flexibility in the fishing packages offered.  

Infrastructure and facilities across fishing beats vary in quality. Overall, the standard is good, particularly 

on the larger beats. Basic amenities such as toilets should be standard. During 2018/19, ten new eco-

friendly toilets were installed along the Dee representing a total investment by beats and supported by 

Aberdeenshire Council of £70k. This was a substantial upgrade in facilities.  

The broader Tourism sector is a largely untapped opportunity. Within in it lies a new customer base of 

more casual anglers. These customers have different needs and aspirations based around the experience 

of fly fishing for salmon.  

Visit Scotland have highlighted the growth of Experiences and Wellness as new drivers in tourism Scottish 

Tourism Trends 2019. Fly fishing for salmon on the famous Royal Dee has many of the qualities associated 

with this trend. A day’s fishing offers a tranquil way to enjoy the best of mother nature.  

Fishing is sold per day/week but there is currently little value added to the product/service, which might 

help make a day on the river more attractive to potential customers. Casual customers need more support 

than more regular anglers, which represents an opportunity for beats to sell other products, such as tackle 

hire, casting tuition or additional ghillie/guide support.  

Current pricing on the Dee is competitive in Scottish terms. The average price for a day’s fishing booked 

on FishDee in 2019 was £81 (and with one or two exceptions included a ghillie). Tackle hire, tuition and 

additional support can potentially increase the value of the offering.  

Actions 
1. Understand the challenges 

• Work with beat owners via the Dee Salmon Fishing Improvement Association (DSFIA) to seek 

understanding and agreement of the business challenges facing the river. 

• Work with beat owners via DSFIA to seek the views of the existing anglers. 

 

2. Respond to the challenges 

• Seek support from Scottish Enterprise to hold focus groups for beats and service providers from the 

wider tourist sector, tackle manufacturers, shops and hotels to develop collaboration between them. 

• Use angling development initiatives to increase the number of new participants (see below). 

 

B. Selling the Dee To the World 
The Dee’s main presence online is via FishDee, a franchise within the FishPal network. FishDee caters well 

for the experienced angler market. It is relatively straightforward to use and functions effectively as a 

booking engine.  It has performed steadily since it came to Deeside in 2005 and has generated more than 

https://www.visitscotland.org/binaries/content/assets/dot-org/pdf/research-papers/insights-trends-2019.pdf
https://www.visitscotland.org/binaries/content/assets/dot-org/pdf/research-papers/insights-trends-2019.pdf
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£2M in rod sales to 2019. While the total number of rods sold on the Dee has dropped, FishDee has 

performed consistently with only minor fluctuations in sales.  

FishDee is an online booking platform and not a marketing platform. In that respect it is a fairly static 

online environment and does not showcase the Dee persuasively. There is no means to collectively 

promote the Dee and new products, such as short-term breaks in partnership with local hotels. Casual 

and novice anglers are not offered the opportunity to upgrade their booking by adding tackle hire, tuition 

or other services beats may wish to offer.   

The river has had many features in ‘Trout & Salmon’ magazine, but this reaches the experienced segment 

of the market only. A challenge here is for us to get some journalist visits from non-angling publications 

such as lifestyle magazines and tourism publications.  

A perception remains that rivers such as the Dee are exclusive and ‘out of reach for ordinary people’. 

While this is far from true, the challenge to overcome this perception remains. 

There have been some discussions about Scotland’s salmon rivers collaborating on the creation of an 

online portal, with an accompanying app which would showcase our rivers to a national and international 

audience. There might be advantages to collective marketing in having a single national entry point 

instead of a more fragmented marketing approach; there may also be cost savings. This is worthy of 

proper investigation.  

A new website, whether Dee specific or in co-operation with others, will allow us to promote a broader 

range of goods and services to a wider audience. It should be stressed that this is not to replace or remove 

FishPal, rather it is to enhance the way we sell ourselves to the world.  

Other promotional activities such as attending fly fishing shows, for example the London Fly Fair in 2019 

(supported by DSFIA) and in future the EWF event in Germany, could allow us to sell off-the-shelf products 

to customers. The London show revealed that many potential customers are looking for packages, 

including tackle hire, transport, accommodation and tuition.  

We should do more to promote our heritage. The Dee is a special place and is to salmon fishing what St 

Andrews is to golf. Much of today’s tackle and techniques have emanated from Deeside, which has a rich 

angling history.  Our Royal connections are unique among salmon rivers and should be a more regular 

part of marketing, particularly internationally.   

Actions 
1. Marketing platforms 

• Explore feasibility of a bespoke marketing platform and promotional campaign – either exclusively 

Dee or in partnership with other rivers. Create a working group which focuses on experienced, casual 

and novice anglers. 

• Attract journalist visits from lifestyle and tourism publications, bearing in mind the need to change 

perceptions of ‘out of reach for ordinary people’.  

• Attend angling fairs, such as the London Fly Fair and EWF event in Germany, and work with 

proprietors to sell packages at these events. 
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2. Enhance our offerings 

• Assist development and promotion of new products, such as short-term breaks in partnership with 

local hotels and inclusive packages for less experienced anglers.     

• Promote the Dee’s heritage in angling marketing avenues, particularly internationally.   

 

C. Absolute Beginners - Creating New Customers 
With an ageing customer base and generally challenging marketplace, angling faces a test to create a new 

generation of customers. Angling development takes time, resources and long-term commitment if it is 

to produce results.  

The Dee Board is the leader in angling development in Scotland. The Board has expanded this activity from 

one or two events a year to a full programme, now badged as ‘Aberdeenshire Fly Fish 50’, a grass roots 

angling initiative managed by Board staff. AFF50 is in part inspired by the Scottish Anglers National 

Development Strategy (SANDS).  

The Dee-based events since 2014 have been: Introduction to Salmon Fishing, Ladies Day and more 

recently, Big Fish Little Fish. The key change has been to move from a series of one-off events to a full 

developed events programme and teaching syllabuses for Stillwater Trout and Salmon. The purpose of 

this is to provide ongoing support for novices to help keep them engaged and motivated to keep fishing.  

By collaborating across the region, AFF50 will create new customers for salmon and trout fisheries and 

will help break down perceptions relating to access which surround salmon rivers.  

AFF50 is delivered by a group of volunteers, including professional instructors, Dee ghillies and a beat 

owner, who have been pivotal to the success of the programme.  The programme has received support 

from Loop tackle, which has provided trout and salmon kits and has also funded a website, which will go 

live in the late summer/autumn of 2020. The website has capacity for other regions to follow the AFF50 

model by setting up their own programmes using the resources created by AFF50. 

AFF50’s aim is to introduce and encourage at least 50 new people each year, from across all ages and 

backgrounds to take up fly fishing in Aberdeenshire (i.e. those who fly fish 5 or more times each year). 

AFF50 employs a combination of structured learning with qualified instructors and individual ‘come and 

try’ events to tempt people into the sport. Some of these events have focused on specific groups, such as 

children or female anglers, to provide the best starting environment to experience the sport. It is vital that 

we cater for a diverse and complete angler base and enable the sport to be truly ‘open to all’. 

Two pilot events were held at Loch Insch Trout Fishery and Tullich Fishery in 2019. These lesson blocks 

were run over three evenings and were fully subscribed. Participants paid a small fee, which has been 

used to offset costs of running the programme. 64 people participated in angling development events in 

2019. This was expected to increase to 94 in 2020 with an expanded programme to include a salmon 

fishing lesson block. This has been set back by Covid-19. 

Events require beats to donate day(s) to support the programme. It also relies on maintaining existing and 

developing new relationships with beats to provide time and support for events.  

http://fms.scot/scottish-angling-national-development-structure-sands/
http://fms.scot/scottish-angling-national-development-structure-sands/
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Actions 
1. Encourage new anglers  

• The AFF50 2020 programme will be revised for the 2021-2023 period. It will include a combination 

of structured learning and ‘come and try’ events both on the River Dee and at trout fisheries. 

• The Board will continue providing ongoing support and encouragement for event participants, 

through social media and private chat groups. 

• The Board will monitor the effectiveness of the programme in producing new anglers (key 

performance indicators). 

• The Board will investigate a reward scheme for participants. 

• The Board will launch the AFF50 website in 2020. 

• The Trust’s education programme will support children to try fishing.  

 

Monitoring 
The Trust has scientific skills and a proven track record of undertaking professional monitoring on the 

river. This is key to delivering evidence-based fisheries management. The following fish stock monitoring 

will be done over the next 5 years.  

We will use this information to guide the fisheries management on the river, inform our stakeholders and 

to highlight to regulators and government where issues are found.  

“The biggest impact you can have on Scottish Government decision making is by providing clear-cut 

evidence” (Antje Branding, Head of Salmon and Recreational Fisheries).  

Adult fish 
Catches of salmon and sea trout are monitored and the data used by Marine Scotland to assess numbers 

of salmon returning to each river annually, which informs the Conservation Regulations. The population 

assessment is used to designate rivers, for which the Dee is currently category 1 (highest).  

The Trust runs four vaki fish counters on the Dinnet, Muick, Culter and Beltie tributaries, to look at stock 

health each year and, in the case of the Culter burn, to monitor stock recovery following obstruction 

removal. Adult fish are also monitored by MSS at the Girnock and Baddoch fish traps in the upper river, 

and this is the most comprehensive long-term monitoring (since the 1960s) of fish stocks in Scotland.  

Juvenile salmon and trout  
Numbers of salmon and trout fry and parr are monitored annually through an electrofishing programme 

following national protocols. Monitoring sites have been annually surveyed since 2012 in the upper 

catchment. As part of the National Electrofishing Programme for Scotland, sites throughout the catchment 

have been monitored for a national assessment of stock health since 2018 (although Covid-19 restrictions 

prevented this in 2020). 

Smolt production is monitored in the Beltie and Dinnet burns, and, when resources allow, in the Sheeoch 

burn. The use of rotary screw traps and fyke nets provides estimates of smolt production in each of these 

tributaries. This is complimented by the smolt traps operated by MSS in the upper Dee on the Girnock and 
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Clunie tributaries, which provide long-term records of smolt production. This smolt monitoring will 

continue, although resource demands from carrying out smolt tracking dictates whether monitoring of 

the Sheeoch is possible each year.  

The options for monitoring survival rates from smolt to adult in the Beltie burn will be investigated, as 

there is existing smolt trapping and an adult counter on site. In particular, PIT (passive integrated 

transponder) tagging will be considered.   

Spawning 
Redd count surveys are carried out annually by the Board. This provides an indication of the amount of 

spawning each year and a clear summary of spawning times throughout the catchment each year. 

 

 

Funding  
The Board’s core funds total approximately £500,000 from the assessment, rental income and the service 

level agreement with the Don Fishery Board.  

In addition, the Board raises money to carry out projects or to assist others with river improvements 

(contracts). The funds are dependent on the size of the project involved and in each of the last two years 

has been in the region of £200,000. 

Board core funding is likely to stay at this level over the next 5 years. Due to challenges facing the fisheries, 

the assessment has not increased since 2012 even to reflect inflation, and has twice included reductions 

to support proprietors, firstly following Storm Frank and secondly due to Covid-19. The capacity for the 

Board to deliver more work is therefore dependent on its success in raising project funds.  

The Trust’s core annual funding is variable due to the timescale of fundraising events, level of donations 

and availability of contract work, and is in the order of £100,000-£150,000 (including a £40,000 donation 

from the Fishery Board). 

In addition, the Trust brings in funds from projects. This is also variable due to the nature of projects being 

undertaken and in the last two year has been £160,000 and £260,000, both high due to the marine smolt 

tracking project funded by Aberdeen Bay Offshore Windfarm Ltd.  

The Trust will be impacted by Covid-19 in 2020/21 for both core funds and project funds.   

The Trust will continue to seek project funding for habitat restoration work, donations (including 

corporate) for the education programme and government support for monitoring. The largest restoration 

project – to plant one million trees – requires the Trust to raise approximately £4.5 million and a specific 

fundraising campaign will be delivered to achieve this.  

The combined core income for both organisations is approximately £600,000 - £650,000 with additional 

project funds around £300,000 - £400,000. 
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Resources 
The Board has 9 full time equivalent staff and the Trust has 3.5 staff. The Board’s staff includes a seasonal 

Fishery Officer employed for 6 months each year. In addition, three Don Fishery Board staff are also 

managed through the Dee Fishery Board. The Trust also typically employs two seasonal Survey Assistants 

for 3 months each year.  

The staff resource is not expected to expand significantly, although Trust project staff may be taken on to 

help deliver funded projects, such as invasive species work. Additional staffing support may be required 

within the timeframe of this plan, potentially as apprentices, to support the growing demands for 

maintaining riverbank trees and infrastructure and for administration. 

The current vehicle fleet (7 Board, 2 Trust) will be maintained. The organisations have a desire to reduce 

unnecessary mileage, however, the restoration work in remote areas, which we continue to extend, 

requires capacity to at least be maintained. 

 

 

Staffing structure for the Fishery Board (blue) and Trust (green). 
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2020-2021 work plan 
In addition to routine work, the deliverables for year 1 of the plan (2020-2021) are: 

Protect Fish Stocks and their Rivers  

• Smolt tracking to inform smolt protection in the harbour and help identify marine migration routes 

within 20 km from shore 

• Work with MSS and FMS to seek coordinated national monitoring of impacts of offshore 

developments on fish migration 

• Investigate impacts of goosanders on smolts, working with other rivers and MSS (subject to funding) 

• Support SMRU trials to develop automatic video detection of seals 

• Investigate Scottish Water’s Water Scarcity Plan and evaluate SEPA’s Water Supply Plan 

• Investigate invertebrate monitoring for water quality assessment 

• Develop camera recording options for the detection of poachers  

• Promote good handling techniques at start of 2021 season 

• Understand biosecurity issues on beats and revise biosecurity plan 

• Control invasive plants and mink through the SISI project 

• Launch a covid-friendly schools and community education programme, 2020 

• Undertake smolt monitoring, juvenile electrofishing surveys and spawning surveys 

 

Restore Fish Stocks and their Rivers 

• Create 20 km of buffer strips or protected riverbank 

• Plant 55,000 riverbank trees 

• Event with Scottish Land & Estates to promote riverbank tree planting 

• Campaign for Forestry Grant Scheme to be more favourable for upland riparian tree planting 

• Launch next phase of one million tree campaign, late 2020 

• Floodplain restoration project on Beltie burn, 2020 

• Floodplain and channel restoration project on Garbh Allt, 2020 

• Secure funding to install 30 large woody structures in 2021 

• Continue nutrient additions trial and monitoring on River Muick 

• Remove final impassable barrier – Garlogie dam, summer 2021 

• Fundraise for restoration work through a Trust dinner and auction 

 

Create Thriving Fisheries 

• Seek anglers’ views to understand challenges faced in selling fishing 

• Work with beats through DSFIA to understand business challenges facing the river 

• Create working group to explore feasibility of a bespoke marketing platform to promote fishing 
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• Seek support from Scottish Enterprise to hold focus groups for beats and service providers 

• Attend angling fairs 

• Develop AFF50 programme and create 50 new fly fishers; monitor success 

• Launch the AFF50 website 

 

 

Review of the plan  
Annual work plans will be set to deliver the actions set out in this plan. The progress will be reported on 

in the Annual Review and the following year’s work plan laid out. To fit into the Board’s statutory 

requirement for reporting, the annual work programmes will run from September – August.   

 

What does success look like?  
Within the next five years, we expect to see: 

o Government understanding of the salmon crisis and the importance of angling, reflected in policies 

o Greater ability to conserve salmon by providing protection from predators 

o Better understanding of how to protect salmon smolts starting their marine migration 

o A focus on managing risk of water shortages under future climate scenarios 

o Improved habitat for greater fish production 

o Demonstration of how floodplain and riverbank restoration can benefit land and river 

o A more robust angler base 

o Shared community benefits from visiting anglers 

o Greater community appreciation of the river 

 

The longer-term aim is to have a healthy, living river, with capacity to withstand stresses such as climate 

change. This may take decades, but every year will see further progress towards this goal. 
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Glossary 
 

AECS – Agri-Environment Climate Scheme, the current Scottish Government fund for support for 

environmentally friendly land management practices. 

AFF50 – Aberdeenshire Fly Fish 50, a Board initiative to support people to take up fly fishing locally. 

CAR – Controlled Activities Regulations, covering activities which may affect Scotland’s water environment 

and created to ensure that Scotland meets Water Framework Directive legislation.  

CNPA – Cairngorms National Park Authority. 

Dee Catchment Partnership (DCP) – an independent association of agencies and organisations, including 

River Dee Trust, committed to working together to protect and enhance the River Dee. 

Diffuse pollution – pollutants that are released from surrounding land and cumulatively have an impact 

on the freshwater environment. 

DSFIA – Dee Salmon Fishery Improvement Association. 

FGS – Forestry Grant Scheme, a competitive fund for government funding to create new woodland and 

manage existing woodland. 

Floodplain – low-lying ground adjacent to a river and subject to flooding. 

FMS – Fisheries Management Scotland. 

Fry – salmon or trout in their first year of life. 

GBR – General Binding Rules, the statutory rules for activities considered to have low risk of affecting 

Scotland’s water environment under CAR. 

INNS – Invasive Non-Native Species, which can spread rapidly and become dominant and cause adverse 

impacts. 

Leaky dams – a flood prevention measure to moderate the flow of water downstream by causing 

temporary backing-up of water. 

LWS – Large Woody Structures, comprised of dead tree limbs and installed into watercourses to provide 

habitat and alter stream flows. 

Mob planting – very high-density planting of trees carried out where mortality of trees is expected to be 

higher. 

MSS - Marine Scotland Science. 

NASCO – North Atlantic Salmon Conservation Organization. 

NatureScot – formerly Scottish Natural Heritage, SNH. 

Parr – juvenile salmon and trout after their first year of life, until they become smolts. 
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Pink salmon – Oncorhynchus gorbuscha, a species of Pacific salmon, also called humpback salmon.  

PIT tagging – Passive Integrated Transponders, or PIT tags, are used to track fish and other animals. 

Poaching – illegal fishing; or, damage to vegetation and soil by livestock standing and walking in 

concentrated areas. 

Riparian zone – the land alongside a watercourse. 

Salmon Act (2003) – Salmon and Freshwater Fisheries (Consolidation) (Scotland) Act 2003, setting out 

offences relating to salmon and sea trout fishing in Scotland, and governance and operation of DSFBs. 

Scottish Enterprise – a national economic development agency. 

SEPA – Scottish Environment Protection Agency, the regulator for protecting Scotland’s water 

environment. 

SISI – Scottish Invasive Species Initiative, a project focusing on INNS removal from riverbanks in northern 

Scotland and including the River Dee Trust as a project partner.  

Smolt – a juvenile salmon that has undergone changes in preparation for its migration into the marine 

environment. 

SMRU – Sea Mammal Research Unit, an independent research group based at the University of St 

Andrews. 

Spring salmon – salmon that return to the river before June each year and before the resumption of 

summer growth in the ocean. 

Summer and autumn stocks – salmon that return to the river after May each year and show summer 

growth in their final year at sea. 

Wetlands – an area that floods permanently or seasonally and has distinct vegetation suited to aquatic 

conditions. 

Wild Salmon Strategy – Scottish Government’s commitment to produce a strategy to define and tackle 

issues causing the decline in wild salmon. Covid-19 has delayed its production, originally scheduled for 

September 2020. 

Willow bank revetments – use of live willow branches to build a physical protection and prevent erosion 

of a riverbank. 

 


