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This update summarises key work tasks completed and highlights the current situation/understanding of the different areas of work we are involved in. This follows the last update on 30th November 2023. 
1. Beauly Fishery Board 
Vehicles: 
· Van (Nissan Townstar) still on order – delivery date now June 2024. (this to replace SK70 XLC). 
· Lease extended for existing SM70 RJX on a monthly basis – Board need to decide whether to get new lease vehicle or possible purchase of this truck.
· New tyres on both trucks in March (all four on one, two on the other).
Staffing: 
· Reece Paton (RP) started as seasonal bailiff on 19th February – all good so far, very keen and enjoying it.
· Need to keep good contact with FMS to see what funding options we have for trainees for 2024 – no word yet, other than that the ‘Working with rivers’ funding is not available in 2024. Need to investigate other options for interns/trainees.
· As had his annual review on 8th March.
Health & Safety:
· PAT testing in office imminent.
· AS looking for first aid course for RP and AS.
· AS, AW and RP to read through the smolt sampling method statement and risk assessment ahead of smolt sampling (trap delivery and install week beginning 25th March).
Fishery Management Plan (FMP): 
· Phase 2 storyboard project finishing up, deadline 31st March 2024. 
· Payment of £3,300 received 8th March.
Budget:
· No NEPS in 2024 means budget in deficit £15,000.
· Invoice was submitted in mid-February for second and final NEPS23 payment of £8,304.95. (Payment was deferred til March 2024).
· Adult fish sampling project payment of c.£1,401.90 received in January. 
Policy docs:
· ‘DRAFT Staff, Volunteer and Board member manual V1’ acknowledged as good work and necessary; AC has sent to employment lawyer for review.
SFCC: 
· Following query to FMS from Brian Shaw at Ness Board, the SFCC subscription has been reduced (due to NBFT turnover being less than £50K – NBFT pays the membership) to £551 for 2024 onwards (halved with Ness so will be £275 each per annum) – FSN raised he doesn’t think this is fair – AW raised with Brian Shaw who is finding out if situation occurs elsewhere.
Training: 
· AW attended SFCC GIS course on 28th November; 
· RRC Hydromorphology Level 2 course underway (AW) - online, from 27th February to 26th March; 
· Intro to People Management training course booked for 24th April.


2. People: Community engagement, participation and heritage
Local community: 
· Annual public meeting on 7th December at 7pm, at Lovat hotel, Beauly; BUT poorly attended, no public! Poorly advertised, and clashed with the Christmas lights switch-on – must avoid such clashes in future and promote it more widely and directly.
· Volunteers contacted for help with smolt trapping April-May, several positive responses.
Proprietors: Nothing sent to proprietors this period – update (2023 rod catches, fish counts at dams, 2024 smolt sampling plan) ASAP.
Anglers (future): how do we remind and educate about the effects of hydro operations on the river and fishing opportunities? i.e. it’s not always predictable; higher than natural base flows in summer due to generation are not guaranteed; it is still related to weather events/rainfall/available water; and quite significant changes to flows e.g. through outages, can occur with little or no notice to the BFB. 
Social media:
· More rod caught fish pics to post on Facebook would be good, for advertising for the catchment.
· Whatsapp group for interested parties – proprietors, ghillies, bailiffs – to share pics of fish caught and availability for fishing – ACTION – AW needs to finalise list of participants.  
Future: Engaging now, and working with smolt trapping volunteers very shortly – April-May. 
3. Monitoring Methods 
Smolt monitoring 2023: 
The rotary-screw trap was deployed at Grant’s Pool on the River Beauly in 2023, and yielded 94 salmon smolts (incl. two pre-smolts) over the monitoring period of 28th March to 26th May. It is thought that the river was too wide for effective sampling of the smolt run.
The small sample size involved makes the defining of potential correlations with environmental cues difficult to do with any validity. This is illustrated in Figure 1 below (river temperatures taken from the logger upstream of Tomich, on Abhainn Deabhag, and the river level data from SEPA gauging station at Erchless).
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Figure 1. Data collected from the 2023 smolt sampling, using rotary screw trap located at Grant’s pool on the River Beauly.

Smolt monitoring 2024: 
· The 6ft (SSE) rotary-screw trap is to be deployed at a new site, below the Erchless hut on the Beauly, for the 2024 smolt run monitoring. An island splits the river channel at this location and makes for a narrower and more suitable sampling site. 
· Trap is being delivered by SSE week beginning 25th March; sampling to start on 2nd April.
· View at recent SSE liaison meeting that 2-3 years of decent smolt sampling data is required to be able to accurately assess the timing and peak of the smolt run, and allow prediction in future years (when no sampling is taking place) to inform the hydro operations to optimise safe downstream migration of smolts.
· Also agreed that if the new site isn’t successful in 2024, with best efforts employed, then carrying on in future years is probably not worthwhile.
· A request to SSE (at liaison meeting on 12th march) for more regular access to the dams (for AS, RP and AW), to assist in checking smolt numbers in the gate slots at the dams during April/May, was agreed to.
· A slightly revised protocol has been received from SSE, re hydro operations during the smolt run period. AW to check imminently.
Fish Counts: 
After significant delays waiting to receive the AI fish counts from SSE for Kilmorack and Aigas, Ross Glover (SSE) updated me on 22nd February (have been awaiting it in writing to inform everyone, but that wasn’t forthcoming), and representatives of the Board at the SSE Liaison meeting on 12th March:
· The delays were due to the significant issues that the third-party contractor (Avanade) has found whilst analysing the data – apparently 40-50% of the video files have been lost as a result of the large size of the files causing upload failure, coupled with poor data management which didn’t identify this problem until well after the 60-day file deletion policy that is in place on the hard drives. The biggest losses, due to bright conditions in the summer making file size even greater, came in July and August, when most fish are moving upstream at the dams.
· The counts provided (Kilmorack: 2691; Aigas: 2834) therefore represent a minimum estimate of the number of fish moving upstream through the dams in 2023. Based on the data seen so far, Ross Glover speculated it is very likely that over 3,000 fish moved upstream, and likely that this figure is nearer, or over, 4,000.
· Whilst this is very frustrating for all involved, it is important to remember that SSE do not have to provide fish counts at the dams. This is helpful for expectation management and to help maintain effective working relationships.
· SSE are working on validating the counts/videos in the coming months (the Mk12 counters had been removed so there is no alternative way to check if the AI system has missed fish); and they continue to work with the contractor to better understand the significance of the missing files on the 2023 counts, and to ensure a better process is in place for 2024 – there will be systems in place to remove the risk of lost files and reduce file size to ensure effective upload.
· It was confirmed by SSE at the liaison meeting that the likely reason for such a worryingly low count from Beannacharan, for 2023, of 38 fish, is due to the Mk12 counter failing. This counter has recently been removed from site (and is being replaced with a Mk14 counter) and is being interrogated to better understand when it went wrong, to help identify how much of the run has been missed.
· The AI counter installation at Beannacharan is now on hold, until the issues with the AI system have been addressed satisfactorily.
· We also learnt that Kilmorack is getting a Mk14 counter to run alongside the AI system, but this won’t be the case at Aigas, though it might happen in future. 
Rod catches:
· Catch returns (provisional figure of 602) reveal a poor season for salmon fishing in the Beauly catchment, possibly the second lowest catch on record (572 in 2014), and below the 5-year average of 790 fish – this is illustrated in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Rod catch return data for salmon, for the Beauly catchment in 2023.
· Sea trout catches (provisional figure of 224) show a concerning steep decline since the high in 2019 (and 2016), and well below the 5-year average of 517 fish – as shown Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Rod catch return data for sea trout, for the Beauly catchment in 2023.
· It is important to note the importance of the effort/rod hours behind these figures i.e. numbers caught will vary with effort, and without this data it is unclear how much this is influencing the number of rod caught fish each year.
· The effort is considered by LBFS to be consistent on the lower Beauly, but we don’t know this for upstream fisheries.
· It is a requirement within the catch returns system that effort is also recorded and provided, so this needs to be enforced more effectively than currently.

Electro-fishing: 
· The second round of NEPS23 data entry (into the SFCC database) has been completed in February (most of it done by AS – thanks!); a report has not been produced yet.
· Invoice was submitted in mid-February for second and final NEPS23 payment of £8,304.95. (Payment was deferred til March 2024).
· BFB now has a new Smith-Root electrofishing backpack (plus some accompanying kit yet to arrive), worth approximately £13,000, provided by FMS through MFS funding.
· There is no NEPS in 2024 – this means that the 2024 budget will be in deficit £15,000, unless some other contract work is secured.
Fish habitat/substrate (hydromorph) surveys and reporting: 
· Farrar and Beauly habitat/hydromorph reports (written by RW) given thumbs up by SEPA (hydromorphologist) though he wants to have a site visit to see some of the features for himself (waiting for dates to arrange). 
· Reports sent to the Board and SSE in March for review; to inform subsequent discussions and potential for recommendations being taken forward.
Adult fish sampling project:
· 65 adult salmon sampled by LBFS ghillies (thank you!); data uploaded and passed on to MSS.
· c.1.5 days of RW’s time coordinating sampling and checking data.
· Payment of £1,401.90 received in January. 
· This work should be feeding into the Conservation grading (unknown if, or how, it is at present).
Temperature monitoring: 
· Continues at three sites – on the Uisge Misge (upper farrar), the abhainn Deabhag, and below Cruives on the lower Beauly (installed November 2023). A snapshot of the data from the Misge logger is illustrated below:
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Figure 2. Temperature logger data from Uisge Misge, upper Farrar, preceding and during smolt run period, 2021-2023. 
· Monitoring temperature alongside smolt monitoring will help to predict what temperatures are triggering smolt migration; as well as being a useful record to monitor changes in water temperatures over time.

Future: (carry-over from Sept. 2023 update - AW needs to investigate these items – No progress yet) 
· Resolve SFCC data exporting issues with SFCC. 
· Still need to determine if NatureScot will pay for invertebrate sample analysis (APEM quote of £4850-7307ex VAT) under ‘code of translocations’. 
· AS+ JB (& RP?) to replicate aerial photos via drone to support fish habitat reports.

4. Work Plan Progress to address the Pressures
A link to the Storyboard Fishery Management Plan (Phase 2) is here, it remains live on the website, with review/updates ongoing. 
Estuarine Netting: update to be provided by Frank.
Smolt passage: see smolt monitoring. 
Invasives (INNS)/ Scottish Invasive Species Initiative (SISI):
· Invasive control work in the catchment is largely carried out and funded through SISI.
· Currently tendering for contractor to undertake second year of treatment on the Japanese knotweed on lower Beauly (Trudi (SISI P.O.) and AW). Hoping to get the same contractor (AMW Arboreal Ltd) as in 2023 (£4,000 is available from SISI in 2024, with an approximate quoted cost of £3,000 for the work).
· Still to have first of new quarterly meetings with Trudi and Cromarty and Ness Fisheries – difficult to organise time all available.
· Mink monitoring work underway from February - Eight Remoti traps set by AS and Trudi (SISI P.O.) - AW, volunteers with rafts managed by Trudi.
· AW and AS assisting with plant control work in 2024 (40 hours needs to be done), will start in May/June.

Development in catchment and potential work opportunities:
· AW and FSN meeting with the Nature Strategy Manager at SSEN on 20th March (she is responsible for Biodiversity enhancement opportunities).
· FSN also been in contact with Richard Baldwin., Environment Manager at SSEN, regarding how we might be able to help with data collection and provision to inform appropriate development.
Predation:
· The ‘specialist’ seal continued to be seen on the Lower Beauly into 2024 (three sightings reported in 2024 on the online app).
· Request from LBFS in January to assist by making sure we are doing all we can to deal with the seal predation problem – AW and AS looked into what other Boards/Trusts have done and the many failed licence applications in recent years (mostly involving multiple seals) suggest it’s not worthwhile applying (for just one seal on Beauly) - lots of time and effort needed; and it was only two weeks to Feb 1st deadline.
· AW highlighted that presence of seals in freshwater seems (from previous studies) to mainly be in autumn-winter, so hopefully problem isn’t all year round. 
· FMS successful with funding for mobile acoustic seal deterrents (and canoe) – need to decide who will deploy it – Biologist and bailiff time is limited – LBFS assistance/leading it?
· First of the 2024 piscivorous bird surveys carried out 10th January, by AS, AW and LBFS ghillies.
· Two cormorants on farrar, and one goosander on beauly, recorded.
· Revised bird survey plan following discussion with Roger Knight – late March and early May, then early October, then December/January.
Pink salmon: 
Results from the (MSS-led) SEPA sampling programme on the Beauly in 2023 showed:
· Presence of pink salmon DNA in one of the three samples taken at the upstream site, by the hut below Cruives (“laundry jetty”); 
· No DNA present in the three samples at the downstream site (just upstream of the “Island Run” on Downie).
· These are strange results, as the redds reported and photographed on the Beauly by LBFS were between the two sites, so you would expect the downstream site to be the one detecting the presence of pink salmon upstream – an email has been sent to check that the results provided are correct.
· The map in the Appendix shows the national picture from the MSS-SEPA pink salmon project.


Meetings: 
· AW attended annual biologists meeting in February at Faskally.
· Operational meeting on 20th February.
· SSE liaison meeting on 12th March.
· SISI steering group meeting on 13th March postponed.
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