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1. Background
The Moray Firth Sea Trout Project (MFSTP) is now nearing the end of the second year of
three years of funding. The project is a three year collaborative project combining the efforts
of District Salmon Fisheries Boards, Fisheries Trusts and Angling Associations around the
Moray Firth to address the decline of sea trout stocks.
2. Catch Report
The combined Moray Firth sea trout rod and line catch has been declining steadily since
1996. Dropping to an all time low in 2007 and then lower again in 2008 (Fig 1). Anecdotal
reports suggest that this past season was better but unfortunately official figures for 2009 will
not be available until next autumn. It is too early to determine whether the improvement seen
in 2009 is just a one off year in an otherwise downward trend or if it is the first year in an
overall improvement. Interestingly 2009 has also been widely reported as a good year for sea
bird feeding with good numbers of inshore sandeels; investigations are continuing to see
whether this might be related to the improved catches (See: Sea trout feeding at sea).
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Fig 1. Combined rod and line catch from Marine Scotland catch return data for all rivers in the MFSTP
area (Deveron, Spey, Lossie, Findhorn, Nairn, Ness, Beauly, Conon & Kyle). The dotted red line shows
the long term average. The data used in this graph/figure/table are Crown copyright, used with the permission of
Marine Scotland, Aberdeen. Marine Scotland is not responsible for interpretation of these data by third parties)

As always the accuracy of the catch return data in reflecting the actual abundance of trout
is dependent on many factors and there are potential sources of error. However, the catch
records are the only indication of abundance available and reflect overall trends. It is also
increasingly apparent that as result of the declining catches, anglers are less likely to
make the effort to specifically target sea trout. This decrease in fishing effort and its
effect on catches is very hard to quantify and is something the project is hoping to better
understand using logbooks and questionnaires.
3. Scale collection and Logbooks
Scale packets and logbooks have been widely distributed to interested anglers and are an
essential part of collecting vital data on Moray Firth sea trout. In 2009 anglers collected
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108 sets of scales from around the Moray Firth and filled in 11 logbooks, although this is
a good contribution we need more volunteers. A further 94 sets of scale were collected by
local Fisheries Trusts.

Scales being collected from a Spey trout by a Spey Research Trust
Biologist. Picture: Marcus Walters
The value of this scale data can be illustrated by the analysis and comparison of three
larger samples from the River Spey. Dr Andy Walker has compared the results obtained
by G. H. Nall from trout collected at the Tugnet netting station at the mouth of the Spey
in 1928 with trout collected by FRS in 1976, 1984 and 1985 at the same netting station.
These 2 collections have then been compared to scales collected all over the Spey
catchment by volunteer anglers and the Spey Research Trust from 2003-2009.
The analysis of these three collections of Spey sea trout scales indicate a trend towards
faster juvenile development leading to younger average age at smolt migration, also
better overall growth at sea (Fig 2), earlier onset of sexual maturity and possibly
shortened lifespan. The evidence for shorter lifespan is fairly weak, as it depends on
always limited numbers of larger/older fish.
A reduction in mean smolt age of sea trout could be due to climatic warming and
prolonged growing seasons, environmental enrichment through increasing agriculture,
forestry and urbanisation, or better food availability through reduced fish population
densities. It is reasonable to envisage related changes in brown trout stocks going on at
the same time, although there may be no means of detecting such changes at present.
Accelerated juvenile development and earlier maturity of trout overall could result in
proportionately more brown trout and fewer going to sea.
It is also an important finding, in view of concerns within recent years about low catches
of sea trout and possible marine feeding influences, that Spey sea trout are maintaining
their growth at sea (Fig 2).
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We now need more volunteer anglers to collect more scales so that we can repeat this
work on other rivers around the Moray Firth.

Fig 2. Plotted Mean Length (cm) at Sea Age (winters) of Spey Sea
Trout. This graph shows that at any given age sea trout have got
slightly longer over the 3 sampling periods. Fish length is a good
indicator of marine food availability.
4. Sea Trout Feeding at sea – a brief summary of a longer report
Sea trout migrate to sea to feed and take advantage of the hugely productive marine and
coastal environment. The majority of sea trout are female as they have the most to gain
in terms of reproductive potential. They are able to grow larger than the resident brown
trout and hence carry more eggs and prove more competitive on the spawning grounds.
What sea trout feed on at sea is very variable but is generally opportunistic; taking
advantage of what is most available. This results in a diet that varies with the season and
age. Typically as post smolts sea trout will feed on small crustaceans, worms and insects
inshore before moving off shore to take advantage of large shoals of small fish once they
are larger.
Sandeels, sprat and herring are all highly nutritious oily fish which are invaluable for the
rapid marine growth of sea trout. In the Beauly Firth winter herring were such an
important component of the diet before the stock crashed, that sea trout put on the most
growth during the winter rather than summer months. Often sea trout will feed off the
shoals of sandeels that come out of the sediment in early summer to feed on the plentiful
supplies of zooplankton. Trawls by Marine Scotland illustrate that there are large
potential sandeel stocks in the Moray Firth (Fig 3).
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There have been well publicised
reports in recent years linking poor
sea bird breeding success to a lack of
sandeels. Kittiwakes are very
dependent on spring shoaling
sandeels to feed their chicks and
their breeding success is great
indicator of sandeel abundance. A
steep decline in Kittiwake breeding
success on the Sutors at the entrance
to the Cromarty Firth in recent years
suggests a decline in sandeels.
Interestingly this drop in breeding
success began about 10 years ago
which is very much inline with when
sea trout catches around the Moray
Firth began to drop. Although we
can’t conclude the two declines are
related it is evidence enough to merit
further investigation.
Trying to understand what drives the
availability of sandeels is a very
complex
problem.
Sandeel
abundance has been shown on the
local scale to be very dependent on
top down controls like predation and
fishing mortality. While more
generally sandeel abundance is controlled by spawning stock biomass and food
availability. These factors in turn are very dependent on winter sea temperatures and
oceanic circulation which are very variable within the complex North Sea system.
Fig 3. This map is a summary of Marine Scotland
Trawl data. It shows that sandeels are present in
the Moray Firth in reasonable numbers and
illustrates the relative abundance of each species.
Each segment is relative to the number of that
species caught per trawl.

It is clear that sandeels are an important food for Moray Firth sea trout and there are
strong indications that there has been decline in abundance. However, how this is related
to the decrease in sea trout and what is driving it is an area for further MFSTP research.
5. Coastal and small burn surveys.
Electrofishing surveys for juvenile salmonids have in the past focused mainly on the
larger tributaries considered likely to contain salmon. This summer field season Fisheries
Trusts and Boards associated with the MFSTP have been carrying out surveys of smaller
burns to check for the presence and abundance of juvenile trout. This data is vital in
helping us design management plans to help protect often vulnerable but very important
small burns. These surveys have already helped highlight some important coastal
waterways in the Dornoch Firth and highlight some areas surprisingly poor for fry and
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parr in the Spey catchment. Using these results
restoration work can be targeted at the depleted
areas and used to ensure good areas are suitably
protected. This work will form a key part of future
field work and management plans.

6. Restoration Projects
The MFSTP is playing a key role in supporting
various small restoration projects around the
Moray Firth. The projects vary from in-stream
habitat restoration to barrier removal and bank
side and riparian zone management. The role
played by the MFSTP varies but so far has helped
projects with planning, securing a WTT Advisory
Visit, writing funding applications and generally
helping to facilitate local projects.
Currently the MFSTP is involved with restoration
projects on the Peffery in the Cromarty Firth, the
Biologists from the Spey Research Trust
Red Castle Burn in the Beauly Firth, the Farigaig
carrying out juvenile electrofishing
in Loch Ness and some potential projects on the
surveys. Photo: Marcus Walters
Deveron and Spey. The Peffery is the largest
restoration project and plans to return a once well known sea trout river to its best. The
river has been heavily modified by agriculture, badly channelized and suffers from many
invasive species of vegetation. The project is still in its early stage but the MFSTP is
assisting the local Cromarty Fisheries Trust with planning and funding applications to the
SEPA Restoration Fund.
7. Outreach
The Project Officer has continued to give talks to local angling associations and
community meetings to help raise awareness of sea trout issues. So far these talks have
reached over 110 people since last year and are a crucial way of recruiting anglers and
clubs to help with collecting data for the project. A quarterly newsletter is now distributed
around all the angling associations and put on the website along with any other reports
and useful information (www.mfstp.co.uk).
8. WTT Auction
Last year the MFSTP took part in the WTT annual auction and some excellent lots
donated by the Kyle, Inverness, Forres and Speymouth Angling Associations raised £670
and were generously match funded by the WTT to a total of £1340 for MFSTP projects.
We are taking part in the auction again this year with the same excellent lots plus some
more fishing on the River Spey (Strathspey AA), River Deveron (Turriff AA), River
Carron (Keith Williams) and Alness (Alness AA).

The MFSTP is supported by Fisheries Trusts, Boards and Angling Associations in the Moray Firth region. Co-sponsored by:

