
What happened in 2009? 

This is the transcript of the presentation given by Simon Evans at the WUF Annual Meeting   

Background 

The salmon that ran into the Wye and Usk during 2009 were the progeny of the fish that returned in 

2003, 2004, and 2005. ¢ƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ²ȅŜΩǎ ǎǘƻŎƪ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ƛǎ that the bulk of them will be нΥнΩǎ 

from 2004 (i.e fish that have spent two years in freshwater and two years at sea ). 2004 produced a rod 

catch of 788, and there were reportedly more fish spawning than in either 2002 or 2003. By the end of 

2004 the Foundation was 2 years into its pHish project and had completed some £2.4m of investment 

into the Wye. The estuary drift nets plus Wye and Goldcliffe putchers had been bought off but work in 

the freshwater Usk was only just beginning with the commencement of UP!    

2008 saw encouraging rod catches of 1,099 on Wye and 1,157 on Usk (EAW).  

2009 

Wye catch reported to date is 606 and may reach 625 when all reports are in. The bottom 6 beats 

caught over 60% of these. On the upper and middle river the fishing was poor.  

There was the best run of 3 sea winter (SW) fish in March for 15 years, but May and June disappointed 

with only 111 reported for June against 5 year average of 153. There were occasional pods of grilse and 

summer salmon from July but overall numbers were poor.  Average size appears to be down and 

ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ŀƴ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎƛƴƎ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ о{²Ωǎ, to my knowledge this is the first year for some time Wye has 

failed to produce a 30lb fish. 

The Wye catch is a 44% drop on 2008 and 19% below the 5 year average of 753.  

On the Usk, flows were low but it was not a drought year.  The spring catches were appalling, the 

summer poor, with a disturbing number of sub-ǎƛȊŜ ƎǊƛƭǎŜ ŀƴŘ н{²Ωǎ, and the back-end bad and limited 

by low flows. The provisional Usk catch at 400-420 which is 64% down on last year and 54% down on 

the 5 year average. The graph below plot the rod catches since 2000 for both rivers. 

 

What happened in 2009? With both rivers being affected, either local climate conditions and/or 

possible problems in the marine phase should be suspected.  
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A skinny 2SW from the Severn (Tom Rigby) and an August grilse from the Findhorn that weighed <2lb. 

Problems at sea? 

There is strong and strengthening evidence of a problem at sea. Nationwide an unusually high 

proportion of fish are showing signs of poor feeding, typically in a reduced size. River Findhorn (NE 

Scotland) Grilse averaging 3lb 7oz in August when only a few years ago they would have been 5-6lbs 

Scale readƛƴƎǎ н{²Ωǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜƛƎƘŜŘ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ 7lb in August from the Usk which showed virtually no 

growth in their 2nd summer and  a scarcely credible 12.5lb 3SW fish in September from the Tyne. These 

fish should have been 10-14lb and 20lb+ respectively.  Similar 

reports have come from Tweed, Tay, Severn, Blackwater (Eire), 

Exe, Tamar etc. Not every fish has been affected: some well 

conditioned fish have been present as well.  

Sea mortality is a function of post-smolt growth rate (Friedland et al. 2000). The faster a salmon grows 

the lower the probability it will be predated, so you need to bear in mind that when we are looking at 

these small fish they are the survivors of a group that has already fared disproportionally badly at sea. 

River  5 yr av. 2009 Change Source 

Tweed to 30/9  7,500 3,200-3,400 Down 57-55% 

Tweed commissioners/Tweed 

Foundation (pers. com.) 

Usk 920 400-420 Down 54% EA catch stats/ provisional UUFA 

Conon  1,258 640-680 Down 49-46% Conon River Board (pers com.) 

Tay 7,020 3,891 Down 45% Fish Tay reporting beats 

Tyne (fish counter, includes 

seatrout) to 30/9  24,210 14,045 Down 42% 
Riding mill fish counter 

Findhorn 1,439 840 Down 42% Fish Findhorn reporting beats 

Grimesta  377 232 Down 38% Fish Hebrides 

Wye 756 610-620 Down 19% EA catch stats/provisional returns 

Aberdeenshire Dee to 30/9  4,542 4,864 Up 7% Fishdee reporting beats 



The table above is a representative selection of the 20+ rivers I have looked at. Tweed still has time to 

improve as half its run is yet to enter by the 30th Sept. Of the 20, only the Dee and anecdotally the 

Conway are in line with their 5 year average. Whilst I do not have data for the Spey, the other three 

largest hatcheries in the UK (on Conon, Tyne and Tay) have not been a defence against this yearΩǎ 

collapse in sea survival.  

This seems to be a UK and Eire phenomenon with anecdotal reports that Russia, Norway and Iceland 

have recorded no obvious drop in numbers.  

This decline in 2009 rod catches can only be explained by a 35-50% drop in sea survival across the UK 

and both the Wye and Usk will have been impacted by this. 

Local factors 

A second factor to take into consideration affected South East and Mid WŀƭŜǎΩǎ rivers. нллфΩǎ 2SW 

smolts migrated out in 2007. There was a prolonged spring drought with an absence of spates from 

late March until mid June. Once it started raining in mid June ƛǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎǘƻǇ, but by then the smolts had 

already had to migrate down both rivers without the assistance of increased flows.  

 

In low flow conditions smolts have to run the gauntlet of 100 odd miles of large trout, pike, chub, 

goosanders and cormorants. Lacking the protection of the turbidity of a flood they are easy targets as 

they slip from pool to pool. Data from the Welsh Dee Index river monitoring shows that without a 

spate less than half make it to the sea compared to 80%+ when they do have a flood to take them 

away (P Gough pers. com.). 

There is no density dependent compensation at this stage of the life cycle. Whereas, if a salmon fry 

dies, another may be available to take its place without affected the total number that ultimately 

survive. Increased losses at smolt stage directly impact on subsequent returns of adults.  This would 

not have affected the size of the returning fish. 

ά¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŦƭƻƻŘ in May 

ǘŀƪŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƳƻƭǘǎ ŀǿŀȅέ 

The flows during 

the spring of 07 



 On the Wye, with its large coarse fish population and extreme length of migration, the proportions of 

losses are likely to be even more extreme than those on the Dee.  Further, this proportion will be 

worse in current times as predators impact to a greater extent on low populations. 

As an aside, this large variation in annual smolt predation rates provides a possible explanation for why 

historically the Wye rod catch has such high year to year variation. LǘΩǎ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ worth further 

investigation. 

These 2 factors, probably acting in concert , explain the decline in salmon returns seen this year. 

What is the long term effect of this on the Wye? 

Recovering rivers is a long term business. Taking the Tyne as an example, the recovery started in the 

ƭŀǘŜ мфслΩǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊƛǾŜǊ ƻƴƭȅ ǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘǳǊƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΣ ƻǾŜǊ ол ȅŜŀǊǎ later. Within 

that period rod catches went down as well as up. An example is the period 1987 to 1990 shown below.   

 

This coincided with a halving of sea survival from around 16% in 1987 to 8% in 1990 (Mills 2000). 

Despite this fall the Tyne subsequently continued to recover with the next generation of fish and now 

has a stable population pretty close to maximum saturation (Milner et al. 2004). This demonstrates 

that during declines in sea survival even improving rivers decline, but to a lesser extent than a river 

with a stable population.  

Plotting the annual Wye rod catch against WUF spend, offset by 5 years to take into account the 

ǎŀƭƳƻƴΩs lifecycle, (the minimum time for benefits to be apparent in rod catch) it can be seen that 

despite this yearΩs poor returns, the rod catch has stopped declining, and since 2002 has actually been 

increasing.  Of the £5.1m that has been invested in the Wye so far through a series of partnership 

projects, some £2.6m is yet to benefit salmon returns. This includes all the improvements to the 

acidified areas and the opening up of the Lugg, Arrow and Monnow and a considerable length of 

habitat restoration.  



 

This, along with future plans for improvements completed by WUF and our partners throughout the 

catchment, is why, despite the drop in 2009, we continue to be optimistic for the future of Wye 

salmon.  
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