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Background	

The Strontian River is a small river on the west coast of Scotland.  It flows through the heart 
of the village and in 2006 the Sunart Community Company (SCC) bought the river and 
fishing rights.  Since then the river has been managed by the SCC and Strontian Angling 
Association (SAA), who lease the fishing rights. 
 
The river flows into Loch Sunart, which in 2014 was designated as a Marine Protected Area 
to conserve the populations of flame shells, Northern feather star aggregations and Serpulids.  
 
Salmon and sea trout were regularly caught on the river up until the 1990s with annual 
catches of up to 30 salmon and 60 sea trout.  The number of salmon and sea trout returning to 
the river collapsed in the late 1990s and showed little sign of recovery over the following 
decade.  No salmon have been caught on the river since 2005.  The Lochaber Fisheries Trust 
has undertaken electrofishing surveys on the river that found exceptionally low densities of 
juvenile salmon.  There was still a very small, precarious Strontian salmon population, but it 
was at high risk of extinction. 
 
Restoration of the salmon population was a high priority when the SCC and SAA took on 
management of the river.  Assessments carried out on the river showed the water quality, 
river habitat and invertebrate communities were in good health and capable of supporting 
salmon.  Other neighbouring rivers had suffered similar declines in salmon numbers, but had 
recovered to some extent. This suggested that regional marine factors had been responsible 
for the original decline, but that the Strontian had failed to recover when conditions 
improved.  Kick-starting the Strontian salmon population through artificial stocking was 
judged to be the best option for restoring the river. 
 
 
Project	aims	

• Collect wild juvenile salmon from the river 
• Rear these on to adulthood to act as broodstock 
• Genetically screen all fish to avoid inbreeding, and produce a breeding plan to 

maximise genetic diversity 
• Rear eggs in local hatchery  
• Release fry into areas of good habitat in the river 
• Monitor success of project through electrofishing and redd surveys 

 
 
Progress	to	date	
Releases into the river 
Over the past three years 30,000 salmon fry have been released in to the river (Table 1) and 
juvenile densities in the river seem to be improving (Fig 1).  
 
We have encountered some difficulties: despite efforts to collect juvenile salmon each year 
for the broodstock programme, low densities of juveniles in 2011 & 2012 meant no fish were 
collected. This has resulted in a gap in availability of broodstock and no eggs were produced 
in 2015.               



 

  

 
 

    
 From hatchery to river (left to right) Fry leave the hatchery, novel ways to transport fish to the 
river, fry kept cool in a coolbox, good fry habitat and    the fry’s first taste of the river. 



Table 1.  The number of salmon used in the Strontian stocking programme up to June 2016.   
Number 
broodfish at first 
stripping 

Number 
broodfish at 
second stripping 

Year 
parr 
caught 

Number 
of parr 
caught 

Year of first 
stripping 

Female  Male 

Year 
of first 
fry 
release 

Number 
of fry 
released 

Year of 
second 
stripping 

Female  Male 

Year 
of 
second 
fry 
release 

Number 
of fry 
released 

2010 23 + 49 
from 
Carnoch 

2012 6 12 2013 15000 2013 5 5 2014 12000 

2011 0 -          
2012 0 -          
2013 41 2015 3 7 2016 3000      
2014 47 2016 35 total         

 
In late 2015 there were 10 fish ready for stripping, sadly only three of these were female, and 
the females were all small. However due to an excellent survival rate there were just over 
3000 fry were released into the river. Stocking densities in any one location were low as 
studies have shown this prevents competition between fry and maximises survival. 
 
2016’s breeding season is looking much more hopeful as we will have a much larger pool of 
fish to breed from, including reconditioned broodstock from 2015 and the next cohort of 
broodstock, currently numbering 35 fish. 
 
 
Habitat improvement 
Before the restoration project began a habitat survey of the entire river was undertaken to 
check for any major problems, none were noted. However members of the Strontian Angling 
Association had identified one section of the river which needed some improvement; 
historically boulders had been removed from this section of the river to make a wall. As a 
result there was very little suitable fish cover in a section roughly 100m long, and after a site 
visit with representatives from Lochaber Fisheries Trust, The angling club and Forestry 
Commission (the land owner) it was decided that putting some of the boulders back might 
enhance the quality of the juvenile fish habitat.  
 
We teamed up with the Nevis Landscape Partnership volunteers to run a River Habitat 
Restoration training day. Seven volunteers came to learn about river restoration and help us 
with placing boulders in the river. The day was a great success, with the section of poor 
habitat improved, and volunteers getting a greater understanding of river and fish ecology. 
Pete Madden was able to give great insight into the salmon restoration project and at the end 
of the field day the volunteers got a guided tour of the hatchery. 

  
Volunteers learning about juvenile fish surveys (left), and Patch the dog tests the boulder 
moving raft (right). 
 



Monitoring 
In 2015 we electrofished three sites on the Strontian River to get a picture of the success of 
the stocking carried out to date. Results for this, and electrofishing in 2014, are shown in the 
table below. Fry densities were good at all three sites, with densities between 10.7 and 16.3 
fry per 100m². These densities, although classed as “fair” in a National Scale, are good for 
Lochaber and much higher than juvenile densities before the stocking began. In 2015 parr 
densities were also fair or good on a national scale. This was encouraging as in 2014’s 
electrofishing we found fair densities of fry but low parr numbers, probably due to movement 
of parr following a prolonged dry spell.  
 
In 2016 we will once again monitor juvenile numbers at all 6 sites, and members of the 
angling club will also be conducting redd surveys, looking for adults returning. 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
Fig 1. Salmon fry and parr densities at sites on the Strontian River from 2001-2015 
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Future	Work	

Assuming that Strontian salmon go to sea after 2 years in the river, as in the case across most 
of Lochaber, we should be seeing the first stocked fish returning as grilse (1 sea-winter 
salmon) this autumn. These fish, which were stocked in the river We have 35 salmon which 
should spawn for the first time this winter, and 10 salmon that spawned last year. This will 
give us a good breeding base, and we are currently using genetic results to produce a 
breeding plan.  
 
Due to limited space in the Strontian hatchery and anticipated large numbers of eggs in 2017 
we will not collect further broodstock in 2016. We will review the need for future collection 
of broodstock in future years, dependant on space in the hatchery and the success of the 
project. The project was never designed to be a long term stocking exercise but a kick start to 
help the salmon on the Strontian back to population levels which were self-sustaining. 
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this project over past years, we have gathered some quotes from the above organistions. 
 
It has been immensely satisfying working with the Strontian Angling Association over the 
past few years as the drive to restore their salmon population has been inspirational. The 
hard work and determination of people like Pete Madden have been crucial to this project 
but the funding providing by the Nineveh Trust has allowed us to go above and beyond 
accepted guidelines and undertake one of the best stocking programmes in the country. West 
Coast salmon stocks are still struggling but at least we know we have done everything we can 
to save the Strontian salmon population. 
Dr Diane Baum, Lochaber Fisheries Trust 
 
 
We are really pleased with the way the project is going, it has great to see fish going back 
into the river and we are very heartened by the fact they seem to be surviving well. We are 
really hopeful for fish returning and possibly even being caught on the river this year, for the 
first time in a decade. Great having the community involved and helping but we couldn’t have 
done this without support from the Nineveh Trust- thank you so much for your support. 
Strontian Angling Association 
 
I remember that as a teenager in the 1960’s during sunny evenings we used to meet on the 
Strontian Bridge and watch the salmon come up the river mouth on the high tide. Also when 
standing on the bridge at Church Pool when water levels were low we could always see half 
a dozen salmon or so in the pool below. If someone had told us then taht salmon would be 
virtually gone from the river in another forty years we wouldn’t have believed them. Now 
thanks to this project maybe, just maybe we will see salmon splashing in the pools again. 
Pete Madden, local fisherman and hatchery manager 
 



 
The Sunart Community Trust is hugely grateful for the support given to us by Nineveh Trust 
over the past few years. The whole Community has been involved in the project and we look 
forward to its continuing success in the future. 
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