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(1) INTRODUCTION

Catch statistics provide one of the fundamental means for formulating management policies in
respect of salmon and sea trout stocks at local, national and international levels. This is not to
imply that these data reliably reflect stock abundance or are in themselves always accurate or com-
plete records of catches; indeed this is generally not the case. However, in the absence of other
direct measures, they frequently represent the only available information on the state of a stock and,
when compiled in a consistent manner over a number of years, may be indicative of long term
trends in stock abundance. For the fishery manager they also provide a direct measure of the
varying success of a fishery. This historical review has been compiled with the aim of establishing
an authoritative long-term data base for salmon and sea trout catches in England and Wales.

Although reliable records of salmon catches for some rivers date back over a century, the overall
national catch record, even in relatively recent years, is notable for its inaccuracies, inconsistencies
and omissions. In some areas rigorous efforts have been made to compile catch data since 1951,
the period covered by this review. However, in other areas collection procedures have been hap-
hazard, particularly early in this period. The collation of national totals from these differing sources
has thus been very difficult.

Prior to 1983, a variety of organisations were responsible for collating an annual set of statistics for
England and Wales. From 1951 to 1973 a very brief summary of the data was included in the
Association of River Authorities (formerly River Boards) Annual Reports (see References), and,
following the reorganisation of the Water Industry in 1974, a similar summary was compiled by the
Department of the Environment for publication in its “Water Data’ series and later in its ‘Digest of
Environmental Pollution and Water Statistics’ (see References). In 1981, the statistics were com-
piled and published in a more comprehensive manner by the Fisheries Advisory Committee of the
National Water Council (National Water Council, 1982). In 1982, however, the NWC was dis-
banded and agreement reached that the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (MAFF) Direc-
torate of Fisheries Research (DFR) should take over collation of the data with effect from the 1983
season. As an interim arrangement, the staff of the Fisheries Department of Northumbrian Water
Authority agreed to collect and publish the statistics for 1982 on behalf of the NWC (Northumbrian
Water, 1983). From 1983 to 1990 the annual catch statistics were collated by DFR. Data for 1983
to 1988 inclusive have appeared in the DFR Fisheries Research Data Report Series (see Refer-
ences), while since 1989 data have been published as National Rivers Authority (NRA) reports (see
References). The NRA continue to be responsible for the collation and publication of the annual
catch statistics. In taking on the compilation and publication of the annual salmon and migratory
trout catch statistics, DFR recognised that improvements in the collection and reporting procedures
were essential, and initiated a programme to bring this about (see, for example, Russell and Buckley,
1989).

An inevitable consequence of the past changes in responsibilities for collating the data has been the
publication of discrepant and widely differing sets of statistics, to the obvious detriment of the
historical record. Much of the impetus, therefore, for the publication of this data review has been
the need to establish a single authoritative data set as a foundation on which to build for the future.
This has served not only the function of validating the available data in as much detail as possible,
but has also helped to identify the major problems and sources of error in past catch data and
assisted in planning future improvements.

Historic migratory salmonid catches in respect of Scotland have already been published (DAFS,
1984), for the period 1952-1981 and annual statistical bulletins have also been produced each year
since 1982 (DAFS, 1984 to 1990, Scottish Office, 1991 to 1994).
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This report reviews catch data for England and Wales for the period 1951-90 inclusive; 1951 being
the year in which the regional River Boards were first formed and from which time catch data were
collected and reported on a fairly regular basis for most regions. No attempt has been made to
analyse or interpret the statistics: the aim of this review has been to collate the best available data
set for the period and to record those factors most likely to have influenced catches during this time.

(i) BACKGROUND TO THE COLLECTION OF SALMONID CATCH STATISTICS

The Salmon Fishery Act, 1865 introduced the need for every person wishing to fish for salmon or
migratory trout in England and Wales, whether commercially or by rod and line, to obtain a licence.
However, while this gave rise to some historical data on fishing effort, and to a lesser extent on
catches, it was not until the Salmon and Freshwater Fisheries Act, 1923 that a provision was made
for the regional fisheries authorities, responsible for licensing, to make a byelaw requiring persons
taking salmon and sea trout to make a catch return. Many authorities collected catch data thereaf-
ter, albeit with widely differing degrees of commitment. Other authorities continued to assess
catches on the basis of diary records maintained by fishery bailiffs, or simply by educated guesses
based on whether the season had been judged to be good, average or bad. The Salmon and Fresh-
walter Fisheries Act, 1975 extended the powers under the 1923 Act with regard to the provisions for
byelaws, necessitating compulsory catch returns, including, for the first time, the requirement to
submit nil returns if no fish were caught.

The use of nets and fixed engines to take salmon in England and Wales has been conducted largely
in waters where fishing is an ancient public right. However, a small number of private fisheries do
exist, although the rights to these fisheries have, in many cases, been purchased by the regional
fishery authorities in recent years. Details of the various methods of commercial fishing are given
in Appendix 1. Fishing methods, close seasons and close times, areas of operation, and constraints
on the gear (length, mesh size, etc) are normally regulated by local byelaws, albeit within a national
framework specified in the Salmon and Freshwater Fisheries Acts. The numbers of licences issued
is now generally controlled by net limitation orders (NLOs).

There are no constraints on the number of licences which can be issued for rod and line fishing for
salmon and sea trout. A minimum close season of 92 days is specified, although regional byelaws
determine whether a longer close time may apply and when this should operate. In addition, local
byelaws may prohibit angling in particular areas, above or below obstructions, at night, or may
regulate the use of particular lures or baits. Further restrictions may be imposed by fishery owners
or angling associations.

(iii) DATA COLLECTION AND VALIDATION

Data were extracted from the published annual reports and, where available, fisheries reports of the
regional River Boards (1951-64), River Authorities (1965-73) and Water Authorities (1974-82).
From 1983, data were collected directly from Water Authorities on standard forms. Data for 1989-
90 were provided by the newly formed National Rivers Authority (NRA). Additional information
came from reports and statistical compilations available in MAFF archives.

The basic data recorded in this review have been the annual catch of both salmon and migratory
trout (numbers and weight in pounds) for each method of fishing used. In addition, in order to give
some indication of changes in levels of fishing effort, the numbers of commercial fishing licences
have also been inciuded. While it would also have been desirable to include rod licence data, it
rapidly became evident that the extreme variation in the nature and extent of the different rod
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licence categories, both between years and between regional fisheries organisations, effectively
precluded this. However, it is true to say that angling effort in all areas has been higher in latter
years than at the start of the review period.

Following in-house checking of data files, print-outs were sent to each of the NRA regions for
validation and the addition of missing data. To assist with checking, the mean weight was calcu-
lated for each entry and those outside a predetermined range were flagged for closer scrutiny.
Following validation, data files were corrected and printed in a format suitable for publication.

(iv) ACCURACY OF THE DATA

The statistics presented here have been derived chiefly from catch returns, and for a number of
reasons will not be an entirely accurate record of the total numbers of fish landed. It is imperative,
therefore, that extreme care is exercised in using these data to derive anything beyond a measure of
catch. Harris (1986) summarised the limitations of existing salmonid catch statistics. Essentially,
these limitations fall into two categories: the problem of incomplete/inaccurate data and difficulties
of relating catch to stock size:

Incomplete/inaccurate data:
A number of factors can influence the accuracy of the reported catch data:

e variable reporting procedures — data have mostly been extracted from catch returns, but
some have been derived from bailiff’s diary records and other sources. Mandatory returns
were not required for all fisheries throughout the review period;

e variable reporting rates — some areas have achieved 100% return rates, others
only a fraction of this. Return rates are generally higher for net and fixed engine fisheries
than for rod fisheries. Catch return reminders have been issued in some areas and years
but not in others;

¢ inaccurate returns — it is known that for reasons either real or perceived, many anglers and
netsmen submit inaccurate returns, usually by under-reporting actual catches;

o illegal fishing — this is recognised to be a major problem in many areas. No measure of the
illegal catch has been included in these tables.;

® inaccurate identification — it is believed that some fishermen have difficulty in distin-
guishing salmon from sea trout, and sea trout from brown trout; some misclassification is
likely to have occurred.

These sources of error will apply to varying degrees in all areas, however, the reliability of the data
is thought to have improved gradually over the review period. Where possible, indications of
major sources of inaccuracy are given in the introduction to each section.

The problem of relating catch to stock:

Even assuming accurate catch data the relationship between catch and stock may be complex and
variable. Again, a number of factors apply:

o exploitation rates will vary from year to year with changes in effort, fishing methods and
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environmental parameters such as rainfall. These may be quite independent of any changes
in stock abundance;

e many net and fixed engine fisheries, and some rod fisheries, exploit fish from a number of
stocks;

o the absence of effort data — apart from licence numbers (which do not provide a direct
measure of effort), saimonid catch statistics have, until very recently, been notable for a
total absence of any effort data.

o the proportion of the stock available to the fishery within the legal fishing season may
vary from year to year.

(v) PRESENTATION OF THE DATA

Wherever possible, data have been presented for every year, for each river and fishery, by method
of capture. The statistics cover each of the 10 NRA regions (as they existed in 1990) and are listed
in order, starting in the north-east and working in clockwise rotation around the coast. In some
areas and years, data have been aggregated and reported as area or group totals, and in other areas
major changes in a fishery have arisen. Such occurrences have been reported in the text, and tables
have been annotated accordingly. Rod catches have, as far as possible, been recorded for each river
catchment. The following convention has been adopted for spaces in the tables where no catch was
recorded:

0 = known zero catch;
- = no data reported or no data available;
blank =  no fishery operating.

In many areas, weight data have been incomplete and only numbers have been recorded. Where it
was felt that data could be accurately adjusted by application of mean weights for a particular
fishery, such corrections have been carried out; otherwise, weight data have been excluded.

Efforts have been made to note the major factors likely to have had an impact on the catch record
over the period. Although inevitably not exhaustive, this process has enabled the preparation of
brief background notes to complement the catch data for each region. These notes have been
subdivided for rod and net catches and include details of such factors as: byelaw introductions,
changes in fishing methods and numbers of licences, and changes in reporting procedures. Where
appropriate, keys and footnotes have been included on the tables.

One factor which did affect stocks and catches throughout England and Wales during the review
period, was the advent of the disease known as ulcerative dermal necrosis (UDN). In England and
Wales, the first recorded instance of the disease was in 1965 in the North West region, although
most regions were affected by the late 1960s. The disease persisted for about 10 years. The impact
of UDN upon stocks and catches cannot be quantified, although many fish were certainly affected.
An idea of the extent of the problem is given by the following table which lists the numbers of dead
salmon and sea trout removed from rivers in England and Wales over the period 1966 to 1973
(Association of River Authorities, 1974).
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Numbers of dead fish removed from
rivers in England and Wales, 1966-73

Year Salmon Sea trout
1966 10,218 7,639
1967 18,624 4.638
1968 11,386 5,676
1969 5,084 1,174
1970 4,704 3,237
1971 5,202 930
1972 5,797 1,758
1973 3,615 1,211
Total 64,630 26,263

It should be noted, that in many cases the cause of death of fish in these years could not be specifi-
cally related to UDN, as many fish die naturally in rivers each year, particularly after spawning.
However, the observations of dead fish in these years was reported to be substantially greater than
normal.

This report presents some more detailed data for the years 1983-90 than previously included in the
annual data summaries for these years. In addition, a number of minor inaccuracies in earlier
published data for these years have been noted, and have been corrected in this report. Where data
in this review differ from previously published statistics for the years 1983-90, the tables have been
annotated accordingly.

The catch data for all the larger fisheries in each region have been presented graphically as histo-
grams, with the 5-year running mean overlaid. These figures appear at the end of each regional
sub-section of the report.
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