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Dear Graeme,

Association of Scottish Stillwater Fisheries response to the Scottish Executive's Green Paper entitled "Scotland's freshwater fish and fisheries : Securing their future"

BACKGROUND

This paper contains the response of the Association of Scottish Stillwater Fisheries (ASSF) to the Green Paper, Scotland's Freshwater Fish and Fisheries - Securing their Future. The ASSF is the recognised trade association for commercial stillwater trout fisheries in Scotland and has a membership of some 50 fisheries. Included in this membership are all the major commercial trout fisheries in Scotland. The main aims of the ASSF are to promote members interests at a national and international level and to raise professional standards throughout the industry in Scotland. Membership of the ASSF is only open to commercial fisheries and all applicants must fulfil certain criteria with regard to professional management standards, stock husbandry, insurance etc. Within our membership individual permit sales amount to approximately 400,000 - 500,000 per annum.

The ASSF is a member of the Angling for Change group and fully supports the response to the Green Paper that is being submitted separately by that group. However, whilst there are parts of the Paper that fall outwith the direct remit of our association, we feel that there are certain specific aspects of the Green Paper that we wish to comment on in more detail and from our own perspective.

GENERAL COMMENTS

The ASSF is very pleased to see that the Executive has quickly followed up last year's Protecting and Promoting consultative document with the publication of this Green Paper and thereby demonstrated a continued commitment to the reform and modernisation that is much needed with regard to freshwater fish and fisheries.

Whilst supporting the thrust of this process we are very concerned that the Green Paper does not give any clear indication of how the proposals will be funded. Many of the proposals suggested (such as registration and/or monitoring of fisheries, collection of scientific data, tourism marketing etc) will involve substantial expenditure. With this in mind, it is essential that a clear indication is given by the Executive as to the level of funding necessary and where it is intended to be raised.

DETAILED COMMENTS

[Note - We have taken the liberty of reproducing the relevant paragraph from the Green Paper followed by the ASSF comments which are reproduced in emboldened italic text and underlined where necessary for emphasis.]

Introduction and transfers of non‑indigenous species
19. That measures should be taken urgently to prevent further introduction of exotic, non‑indigenous species is widely acknowledged. We propose to make an Order next year under the Import of Live Fish (Scotland) Act 1978 banning the introduction, keeping or release of such species.

As this statement stands it is impossible to comment on due to a lack of definition of the term "exotic, non indigenous species".

The stocking of rainbow trout (which are a non-indigenous species) is the mainstay of our industry. It is also the fish that most trout anglers in Scotland fish for on a regular basis, either at commercial fisheries or club waters. This is amply shown by the official figures of tonnage of rainbow trout that are sold annually for restocking purposes. It is further demonstrated by the fact that ASSF fisheries sell in the region of 400,000 - 500,000 individual permits per year. It must also be remembered that there are probably almost the same number again of commercial fisheries that are not yet members of the ASSF. Whilst nearly all of these fisheries are smaller waters their combined permit sales must still be highly significant. There are also a number of club waters that are heavily stocked with rainbow trout and are run on quasi-commercial lines.

 Rainbow trout are partly stocked due to their price advantage over brown trout but they are mainly used due to their ability to provide more consistent sport throughout all months of the year. Many commercial fisheries stay open throughout the winter months when they can be surprisingly busy. Although many anglers also fish for "wild" brown trout these are usually found away from the main centres of population in Scotland, with people having to make special journeys to pursue them, or to do so during their holidays.

If rainbow trout were included in the list of "exotic and non-indigenous species" and therefore their stocking was banned, there is no question that the sport of trout fishing in Scotland would collapse almost overnight. Similarly most of the commercial fisheries would go out of business immediately. 

Due to this we would be strongly opposed to any legislation that banned the stocking of rainbow trout and, by implication, threatened the survival of our industry.

20. There are growing concerns about the impact of alien species more generally on Scotland’s native flora and fauna, particularly in our rivers and lochs. SNH is already working with others to establish criteria to inform management options when dealing with the control of these nuisance species. Working through SNH, we will explore means of controlling the spread of one of them, American mink, in the Western Isles.

We would strongly disagree that rainbow trout (which is an alien species) is a "nuisance species". Rainbow trout have been stocked in Scotland for over 100 years and there is no evidence that they caused any significant negative impact on the environment during that time. There have occasionally been problems on certain waters but these have usually been associated with fish farms (as opposed to fisheries), escapees due to Acts of God, vandalism or bad management practices. In all cases these have been short-term problems due to the fact that rainbow trout do not breed in a self-sustaining manner in Scotland.

The ASSF also feels that whilst it is theoretically possible to control the spread of "alien species", once they have become established in a water it does present major practical problems. It is usually possible to drain/ poison smaller still waters etc but once a species become established in large bodies of water or rivers then the sheer volume of water causes extreme problems. Also any such project would cost an extremely large amount of money, as has been shown when this type of work has been attempted in Norway etc. There is a greater chance of success with land based species but again the costs will be high and it is essential that budgets are guaranteed to allow the project to continue through to its full conclusion. There is no point in removing 95% of a "nuisance" species if the remainder is then allowed to breed back to previous levels.

23. Transfers of fish between catchments in Scotland, and into Scotland from other countries are meanwhile unregulated, with a significant risk of transmission of diseases such as, for example, Gyrodactylus salaris as well as corruption of particular population strains. We propose to take the necessary power to control such transfers when a suitable legislative vehicle can be identified.
We fully agree, in principle, that all fish transfers should be regulated and that fish should be as disease free as practicable. It is our view that only certified disease free fish should be allowed to be stocked in any water in Scotland.

However, we would be concerned if an attempt was made to stop the movement of fish from one catchment to another. Commercial fisheries presently buy in trout from different catchment areas due to price variations, quality and availability. If a commercial fishery was restricted to one catchment then the supplier would effectively have a monopoly on prices which would be grossly unfair.

As and when a suitable legislative vehicle can be identified we strongly believe that it is very important that the onus for providing disease fee fish, as well as complying with transfer approval, should fall on the suppliers.
26. Some salmon stocks are in severe decline. Consultees agreed that a ban on the sale of rod‑caught salmon would be an important step in reducing the loss of future spawners and indeed the Executive has come under strong pressure to pursue this. Primary powers now exist in the Salmon Conservation (Scotland) Act 2001 to introduce such a ban by regulation (one of the rare examples where a general use of the new powers would be appropriate because of the inability to enforce a ban otherwise). We propose to introduce a ban on the sale of rod‑caught salmon by next Spring.

Whilst we support the proposed ban we feel that legislation should ban not only the sale but also the purchase of rod caught salmon.

We also believe that the ban should be extended to included brown and rainbow trout. At present many of our member fisheries suffer from considerable poaching with most of the fish being sold on to hotels, restaurants etc. If the ban was extended to trout then this would go a considerable way to alleviating this problem as it would give the police and other relevant authorities the necessary power to fully pursue the matter. 

28. Stocking of fish into put and take and other fisheries from hatcheries proceeds at present without any form of health certification. We will consider the scope to introduce registration of these businesses along the lines of that which applies to fish farms generally and to impose greater controls over all hatcheries as a way of controlling the spread of disease.

 As already stated in our comments on paragraph 23 we fully agree, in principle, that all fish stocked into any water should be as disease free as practicable and be appropriately health certificated.

Having said that, we are somewhat confused by the wording of paragraph 28. It is our understanding that all fish farms and hatcheries are already subject to regular disease checks by the relevant authorities. As this is the case, then the stock fish which are supplied to fisheries are, by definition, subject to health checks. Similarly, all fish farms have to officially record the time and place of all fish movements, with this information then being centrally collected. The authorities therefore already know the disease status of all stock fish and when and where they were delivered to. We are therefore unclear as to what further legislation is needed.

The statement could also be taken to mean that it is the intention to introduce registration for "put and take and other fisheries". We do not, in principle, oppose the registration of fisheries but only if this includes all fisheries in Scotland. As well as commercial waters this would mean including angling club waters, hotel waters, private estates etc. If the purpose of the legislation is to stop the spread of disease then all these waters would have to be included and this would entail a significant investment of money and manpower by the relevant authorities.

If it is the intention to charge fisheries for this registration then we strongly believe that this should be done as one flat rate charge for all fisheries no matter their size or commercial status. We feel it would be iniquitous for the burden of any registration charges to fall on commercial fisheries. This is especially so as any money raised would ultimately be diverted into non commercial waters (who are our direct business competitors) to improve the quality of these fisheries. 

42. Whether it were set up administratively or in due course through statute, such a body would be a Non‑Departmental Public Body, and it could not be created until some fundamental questions had been addressed. Under the guiding principles which have been developed to determine whether an arm’s length body should be established, we should have to be satisfied that such a committee had a distinct role to play and functions to perform that could not be carried out as least as effectively by any other organisation. We would welcome views on the proposition that a national Fisheries Management Consultative Committee be created.
We fully support the setting up of such a committee, which we believe is a very positive step forward. The composition of the committee would, however, need to be such as to be well balanced and genuinely reflect the full spectrum of relevant interests - fish conservation, fisheries management, angling, commercial fisheries, fisheries science etc.

Protection Orders 
48. Under the existing system (established under the Freshwater and Salmon Fisheries (Scotland) Act 1976) proposals may be submitted by either riparian owners or occupiers (tenants who by virtue of their lease have fishing rights for freshwater fish) for Protection Orders covering complete catchment areas, lochs or systems of lochs or rivers. They must demonstrate an intention to increase permitted fishing in these areas, without compromising the conservation status of the fish present, and provide details of their proposals for conservation of fish and management of fishings. Applicants are required to set up a Liaison Committee, which is responsible for the co‑ordination, implementation and monitoring of the operation of the Protection Order.

Unfortunately there appear to be a number of factual errors in this paragraph. It is our understanding that, contrary to what is stated, Protection Orders can be granted for parts of river catchments. This has in fact happened and other applications on the same basis are presently being processed. Also the term "permitted fishing" does not appear in the Act and there is no requirement for a Liaison Committee to be set up.
50. The Task Force set up in 1998 recommended minor adjustments to the functioning of the system. However, although the 13 Orders currently in place cover many of the widely used fishing areas, we consider that the effect of minor adjustments would be unlikely to have much impact on Scotland‑wide access arrangements. We acknowledge that the patchy nature of the system has made it more difficult to understand the operation of fishing rights. We therefore propose to review the objectives of Protection Orders, with a view to repealing the 1976 Act at a suitable opportunity and establishing a system of Scotland‑wide protection designed to balance the needs of anglers and riparian owners. We propose to undertake the review by 2003, aiming to repeal the 1976 Act and replace Protection Orders with a new system when an opportunity arises. This will be the subject of separate consultation in due course.
We fully agree that a review and repeal of the 1976 Act is essential. However we strongly feel that that the repeal and replacement should be given major priority and not just left to "when an opportunity arises". Without more appropriate legislation it is hard to see how the main areas mentioned in the Green Paper can be successfully actioned. The present legislation has a number of flaws and therefore it is absolutely essential that both anglers and proprietors see that the Executive is willing and able to take swift action with regard to something that is seen by the angling/fisheries world in general as highly unsatisfactory.

For example, with regard to commercial fisheries, the vast majority are unable to apply for a Protection Order at present as they cannot demonstrate that they will increase access. This is due to the fact that by their very nature they are already running at full capacity. 

Promotion of access to angling
51. In addition to the proposed review of the Protection Order system, which will be a longer‑term initiative, there are measures which could be taken more quickly to improve information about angling opportunities. We will work with the representative bodies and with local authorities on the development of better web‑site information about angling.

We fully support this move. At present information on the availability of angling is too fragmented. There are obviously concerns about promoting angling for "wild" fish whilst there are still major problems with legislative cover and management concerns. However, there is presently a vast amount of sustainable fishing available throughout Scotland (including commercial fisheries) and this should be actively and coherently marketed as soon as possible. Similarly, waters already covered by the Protection Order system have sufficient legal protection to allow them to be safely marketed.

We assume that any work with organisations will include VisitScotland. At present the official VisitScotland web site has very little useful information relation to freshwater angling as a whole.
Tourism
52. Scottish salmon has a worldwide appeal, and not least to anglers and other tourists from overseas. Visits from overseas have represented the major growth area in Scotland’s tourism in recent decades. While this growth is projected to continue, more needs to be done both to extend the season and to increase the benefits of tourism in rural areas, where it has the potential to make a major contribution. Working through VisitScotland, we shall seek to capitalise on the growing demand for healthy tourism and eco‑tourism and the opportunity which freshwater (and particularly salmon) fishing represents as a niche market.

We agree that freshwater fishing should be strongly marketed. However we do not agree with the view that this should be biased towards salmon. All our research into angling tourism both in the UK and abroad has clearly shown that the major growth area is in trout fishing and not salmon. This should therefore be reflected in any marketing strategy. There is also massive potential to develop and market coarse fishing in Scotland. This is especially so with pike fishing which is a highly regarded sporting species in mainland Europe.

We are very concerned that angling is still being labelled as "a niche market". This is not the case. Angling is a major sport that is undertaken by large numbers of locals and visitors. We estimate that the total sale of trout fishing permits in Scotland is very conservatively in the region of 1.25 million per annum. This figure does not include salmon, coarse or sea fishing. The (then) Scottish Tourist Board has continually published statistics that clearly show that as many, if not more, people come to Scotland to fish as to play golf. Also their research has shown that anglers are one of the highest spenders of any group. A niche market is by definition a specialist market that appeals to a small group of people. Freshwater fishing, as a whole, is a major market when contains its own niche markets. An example of a niche market in the context of freshwater fishing in Scotland would be pike angling or similar.

At present VisitScotland spends little or no money on marketing angling even although it recognises its importance. The ASSF has also found, whilst dealing with VisitScotland and its predecessor the STB, that there has been little or no enthusiasm for marketing the sport and that their knowledge on the subject has been extremely poor.

It is therefore essential that both the Executive and VisitScotland recognise the importance of angling, both in financial and social terms, to the Scottish tourism market and take the necessary steps to ensure that it is, for once, properly marketed.

Yours sincerely,

George Holdsworth, MIFM

Chairman ASSF
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