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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. 

 

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. 

 

Progress to date 

Obtaining broodstock 

Local anglers were very keen to preserve the genetic integrity of the Strontian salmon stock if 

possible.  The homing ability of salmon restricts gene flow between populations and allows 

local adaptations and differences between rivers.  This diversity is important for the long-

term survival of the species and means a lot to local anglers who are able to identify fish from 

different rivers.   

 

The only feasible means of obtaining adult broodstock from the Strontian for the stocking 

programme was to grow on juveniles caught on the river.  We collected 29 salmon parr from 

the river by electrofishing in 2008 and these were taken to the purpose-built hatchery in 

Strontian.  Pete Madden and other SAA members then reared the parr to adulthood over the 

next two years. 

 

Escaped fish farm salmon had been caught in the Strontian River and there were concerns 

that if farm fish had bred in the river that the remnant population might not be truly wild or 

native.  To avoid perpetuating farm genes in the population, all adults taken in the hatchery to 

be used in the stocking programme were individually identified using PIT tags and 

genetically screened by Mark Coulson at the Rivers and Fishery Trusts Scotland.  No 

evidence of farm fish genes were found in the broodstock.   

 



 
Tagging fish in the Strontian hatchery 

 

The genetic analysis did reveal relatively high levels of inbreeding in the Strontian fish.  This 

is not surprising given the small size of the population and could be one of the factors 

preventing natural recovery of the Strontian salmon.  The genetic information allowed a 

mating scheme to be planned that prevented crossing between siblings and closely related 

individuals and thus ensured the stock fish would be as genetically diverse as possible.   

 

The broodstock were transferred to the River Lochy Association hatchery at Drimsallie, 

which has the facilities to hold adult fish and strip them to produce fertilised eggs.  Stripping 

took place between the 29th November and 19th December 2012 and approximately 15 000 

eggs were produced.  Once the eggs had 'eyed up' and could be safely moved they were 

transferred to the Strontian hatchery and the care of the SAC.  The adult fish remained at 

Drimsallie to be reconditioned and stripped again in 2013. 

 

Releasing the fish 

Approximately 1000 of the Strontian eggs were put out into the river in boxes dug into the 

gravel.  This recreates the conditions in a natural salmon redd.  When the eggs hatch the 

young salmon swim out of the boxes leaving only the unhatched eggs, so retrieval of the egg 

boxes provides an opportunity to measure hatching success.  On the Strontian River hatching 

success was high and exceeded 90% for all the boxes put out.  This suggests that water 

quality and sediment movement on the river are good enough to allow wild spawning on the 

river.   

 

We were keen for local schoolchildren to get involved in the project.  100 eggs and a 

purpose-built tank were taken to Strontian Primary School to be looked after by the pupils in 



their classroom.  When these hatched we arranged a field trip to the river so that the children 

could decide on an appropriate location and release their fish.    

 

 
Pupils from Strontian Primary School releasing fry into the river 

 

The remaining eggs were retained at the Strontian hatchery until they hatched into fry.  

Previous surveys of the river had identified areas of suitable fry habitat throughout the river 

and low density releases of hatchery-reared fry were made into these areas in May and June 

2013.  The primary school pupils also acted as enthusiastic volunteers and helped with the 

stocking out at sites near the village. 

 

The project generated a lot of local interest and articles about it appeared in The Oban Times, 

Lochaber News and De Tha Dol.  There was a great deal of excitement in the village and 

many people came out to see the salmon returning to the river. 

 

Monitoring 

In September 2013 we electrofished the Strontian River.  This was primarily to obtain parr to 

be grown on as replacement broodstock, but it also allowed us to look at fry numbers in the 

river.  Although fry densities were still poor to fair in a national context, they were much 

higher than previously recorded on the Strontian River.  The size and condition of the fry 

suggested they were feeding and growing well in the river. 

 



 
Pete Madden stocking the upper reaches of the Strontian River 

 

 

 

Future Work 

The current adult broodstock will be stripped again in November/December 2013.  Although 

three fish have died over the past year, the surviving hens are larger so we anticipate more 

eggs (approximately 25 - 30 000) will be produced this year.  These will be transferred to the 

Strontian hatchery and stocked out into the river as eggs and fry in 2014.  Electrofishing 

surveys will be carried out in late summer to assess fry numbers in the river and look at parr 

survival from the previous year's stocking.   

 

41 salmon parr were caught on the Strontian River during electrofishing in September 2013.  

These were transferred to the Strontian hatchery with the intention of rearing them to 

adulthood to act as new broodstock for the programme.  At present there is no facility to 

undertake genetic screening, but we hope this will be in place next year and the salmon will 

be tagged and screened as in previous years.  These fish should be ready for stripping in 

Autumn 2015. 

 

Salmon stocked out as fry in 2013 would return to the river to spawn in 2016 and this would 

be the first opportunity to assess the ultimate success of the programme in restoring a 

breeding population to the river.  The SAA will carry out walkover surveys of the river to 

look for adults and redds to assess spawning activity on the river.  The LFT will carry out 

electrofishing surveys to measure fry numbers.  In order to distinguish between wild 

production and hatchery-reared fry we will establish monitoring sites where no stocking takes 

place and all fry present can be assumed to result from natural spawning. 

 



A formal review of the stocking programme will take place in 2017 when two years of adult 

monitoring data are available.  The programme will only continue if stocked fish are 

surviving to breed on the river.  The ultimate aim is to re-establish a self-sustaining wild 

population on the river and adult, redd and electrofishing surveys will be used to assess 

whether and when this is achieved and artificial stocking is no longer necessary. 

 

Funding 

Most of the work in this project has been undertaken by volunteers from the SAA with in-

kind assistance from the LFT.  The main cash cost is the use of the professional hatchery to 

rear the fish to adulthood and strip them.  This is an ongoing annual cost that so far has been 

met from donations from the Nineveh Charitable Trust and the SCC.  For the project to 

continue further funds would need to be found for 2014.  In the longer term discussions are 

ongoing with Marine Harvest Scotland to develop a hatchery resource that could be used by 

rivers in Lochaber at no cost.  This support would allow the Strontian stocking programme to 

continue until 2017 and beyond. 
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