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Another summer has come and gone and 
I hope you had one to remember for all 
the right reasons. The fishing really has 

improved since the last issue with much needed 
wind and rain freshening everything up. For 
anglers, the summer of 2018 will live long in the 
memory as one of abnormally low water levels 
across the country but remarkably relatively few 
fishy-disasters were reported.

There was some good news for bass anglers 
recently – for once – in that a change in 
legislation will again allow you to retain one fish 
per day ≤42cm from October 1st until the end of 
the calendar year. This is, of course, welcome for 
those who like to eat some of what they catch 
but the really important element of this is that 
the law has been changed in response to new 
scientific evidence that shows recreational C&R 
anglers actually cause far less mortality of bass 
than previously accepted by policy makers. For 
too long now, recreational anglers have almost 
been lumped into the same metaphorical boat as 
commercial fishermen when it comes to impacts 
on bass stocks, which is just plain silly. This is a 
very positive development for recreational sea 
angling. See our news report on pg 9 for more 
details.

From a positive note to a sickening one – the 
uproar over the discovery of over 164 tonnes of 
blue shark plus 1.25 tonnes of their fins aboard 
a Spanish vessel in Irish waters – see pg 8 if you 
somehow missed the national media coverage a 
few weeks back. Shark finning, whereby fins are 
cut off live sharks before their bodies are dumped 
overboard to die, is highly illegal in European 
waters and rightly caused a national furore. The 
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revelations spread far and wide and has opened 
many people’s eyes as to exactly what level of 
greed-driven damage is being done to our fish 
stocks. It is quite shocking. Hopefully something 
positive can come from all of this and sharks can 
be afforded some level of legal protection. They 
are apex marine predators, keeping everything 
in check, and yet have essentially no protection 
whatsoever. This must change, before it is too 
late.

There were also revelations of sorts from 
Inland Fisheries Ireland recently with regards 
the publication of their latest pike dietary 
research, which suggests that pike in Irish lakes 
are opportunist predators and do not actually 
preferentially prey on wild brown trout, choosing 
to eat whatever is most plentiful. These days, 
in Irish waters, this usually means roach. I was 
personally delighted, as were countless others, 
when this research was released. It is proper 
research and proper cutting-edge science, not 
biased or flawed, and looks set to drag Irish pike 
management into the 21st century at long last. 
Kudos to all IFI staff involved. Please see pages 
28-35 for more details.

Lastly, we have proudly hit another landmark 
with this issue, featuring material from our 
100th different contributor. When I launched 
this publication in January 2015 with the aim 
of spreading some much-needed positivity and 
togetherness in the Irish angling scene, I had no 
idea it would become so popular. It has exceeded 
all expectations and continues to do so. This is, 
of course, thanks to our contributors but also 
to each and every one of you reading this. You 
make it all possible and all worthwhile. From the 
bottom of my heart, thank you!

Enjoy the next few weeks and embrace the 
autumn, it’s a beautiful time of year,
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NEW RESEARCH SUGGESTS IRISH 
PIKE HAVE CHANGED THEIR DIET

New research released recently by Inland Fisheries 
Ireland (IFI) suggests that pike in Irish lakes have 
changed their dietary habits compared to historical 
norms. The finding is based on new report entitled 
‘Pike (Esox lucius) in Ireland. Developing 
knowledge and tools to support policy and 
management’ which investigated the diet 
of pike in Lough Conn, Co. Mayo and Lough 
Derravaragh, Co. Westmeath during 2016 and 2017. 

Previous dietary research carried out by the Inland Fisheries 
Trust (now IFI) in the 1960s and 70s on Loughs Derravaragh 
and Sheelin indicated that pike preferred to eat wild brown 
trout (Salmo trutta) and perch (Perca fluviatilis), although 
many have questioned the validity of these findings since 
that time, especially considering this era was prior to the 
widespread colonisation of roach (Rutilus rutilus) across 
the country. Nevertheless, this latest research reveals that 
pike appear to now predominately eat roach. Researchers 
in Scotland and England have also found similar changes 
in pike diet occurring in Loch Lomond (Scotland) and Lake 
Windermere (England). It is thought the changes in diet are 
due to the invasion of roach in these waters.

The IFI study sampled over 1400 pike from Lough’s Conn 
and Derravaragh, monthly from August 2016 to July 2017. 
Standardised electro fishing (using an electrical current to 
temporarily stun fish) was the main method used to capture 
pike, which were then anaesthetised prior to handling and 
release. Stomach contents were examined through gastric 
lavage (i.e. stomach flushing), a non-lethal technique of 
examining recent prey items. Additionally, some 110 fish 
from pike management (culling) operations on Lough Conn, 
a designated wild brown trout water, were also used in the 
study. 

Roach were overwhelmingly the most important prey item 
in the pike samples from Derravaragh (38% of all stomachs), 
with three-spined stickleback the most numerous in the 
Lough Conn samples (33% of stomachs). Roach were found 
in 32% of pike stomachs flushed from Lough Conn, whereas 
the 110 pike from predator control programme were found to 
contain roach in 67% of cases. Perch, macro-invertebrates and 
amphibians also formed a significant proportion of their diet 
in both lakes. Over the study period, brown trout were only 
recorded in 4% (Conn) and 1.4% (Derravaragh) of the 1481 
samples. In fact, practically as many pike were found in pike 

stomachs in the Conn samples, whilst in Derravaragh pike 
actually ate more pike than they did trout, during the study 
period. These findings fully support those made by Debbi 
Pedreschi et al. (2015) in a previous pike dietary study funded 
by Inland Fisheries Ireland.

Without getting caught up in statistics, the major take-
home point from this new research is that pike are evidently 
opportunists, preying on whatever happens to be most 
available at the time, which is at odds with historical Irish 
research which suggested pike preferentially preyed on brown 
trout. Whilst pike do indeed consume trout, particularly at 
certain periods, there is no detectable preference over a given 
year.

The research also examined whether pike and brown trout 
can co-exist in the same habitat. Using complex statistical 
models, it was found that both species could live together 
within relatively large, deep lakes with strong stream 
connectivity (plenty of trout spawning sites). However, 
in small, low-complex systems pike introductions could 
potentially have a devastating impact on resident brown trout 
populations, particularly if no other fish prey exist.
Furthermore, the report developed statistical models of 
historical data from Lough Sheelin to investigate the impact 
of roach invasions on interactions between pike removal and 
subsequent trout abundance. The results indicate that during 
periods of moderate or high roach abundance, the predicted 
number of trout in the lake changed very little with increasing 
levels of pike removal. This result suggests that pike removal 
(culling) may not provide much benefit to wild brown trout 
stocks in lakes where alternative prey fish such as roach are 
abundant.

The crucial conclusion from this research for many Irish 
anglers, both game and coarse, was that a reduction in trout 
fishing pressure from a medium to a low level was observed to 
have a more beneficial effect on the exploitable trout biomass 

than the introduction of a low level of pike removal. 
CEO of Inland Fisheries Ireland, Dr. Ciaran Byrne, said: “This 
research was initiated to answer some on-going questions 
relating to the dietary preference of pike and the pike-brown 
trout interactions in lakes across Ireland. Previous studies in this 
area were carried out more than 50 years ago which is a long 
time within our changing lake systems.”

Acknowledging the importance of this research, he explained 
that “it gives an insight into the behaviour of the pike species 
and provides updated information around their relationship 
with brown trout. The changing food web and altered 
preferences of predators in the water systems highlights the 
need for continued monitoring and updated data to inform 
effective management strategies.”

Moving forward, Dr. Byrne added “This research will now be 
considered alongside the many historic, socio economic and 
management factors which all inform fisheries management 
and development work. Inland Fisheries Ireland uses the best 
available scientific information to underpin management 
decision making and advice.”

A review of pike management in designated wild brown trout 
fisheries (Loughs Corrib, Mask, Conn, Carra, Cullin, Sheelin and 
Arrow) is currently ongoing between IFI, the Irish Pike Society 
(IPS) and Irish Federation of Pike Angling Clubs (IFPAC). Both 
the National Anglers Representative Association (NARA) and 
Trout Anglers Federation of Ireland (TAFI) chose to unhelpfully 
withdraw from the review process earlier this year (2018).
In a statement, IFI clarified that “The Policy Review Group 
will provide recommendations to Inland Fisheries Ireland 
which will be considered and, if appropriate, implemented. It 
is anticipated that any required policy is likely to be in place 
before the commencement of the 2019 season.”

Read the full report by clicking HERE

Want to share your news with us? Think we’ve missed 
something that we should cover? Then drop us a message 
via social media or email on editor@offthescaleangling.ie 
# lowdownOtS
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Very sad news broke on Monday 30th July of the untimely 
passing of renowned Cork charter skipper and angler 
Mick Dennehy. 

He was highly respected across the board 
and was a true pioneer, responsible 
for developing the rod & line albacore 
tuna fishery off the SW as well as giving 
countless Irish and visiting anglers a 
chance to target the huge coalfish and other 
species in far off, deep wrecks where few 
others (if any) had ever ventured before. 
He will be sorely missed by the Irish and 
international angling community. 

RIP Mick

MICK DENNEHY R.I.P

SECRET LIFE OF SEA 
TROUT REVEALED

A new Danish study has revealed valuable details on 
why and where sea trout spend much of their time when 
at sea. The marine phase of their life cycle is where the 
majority of feeding and growth is done and so is critical for 
both the sea trout and researches seeking to understand 
more about their habits and life histories.

The study was conducted by National Institute of Aquatic 
Resources (DTU Aqua, Technical University of Denmark, 
Centre for Environment, Fisheries and Aquaculture Science 
(UK) and North Highland College at the University of the 
Highlands and Islands (UK) and is based on information 
from advanced data storage tags. In total, 125 sea trout 
kelts (length: 46−92.5cm) were tagged in Danish rivers 
between 2012 and 2015, with 8 tags being retrieved from fish 
which had completed a full marine cycle (exit and return to 
spawning river). 

The main finding is that the sea trout closely resembled 
what many Atlantic salmon do at sea, forming what is 
known as a diel migration pattern whereby fish dive deep 
during the day (to remain in stable, comfortable water 
temperatures) and spend almost all the hours of darkness 
near the surface. The trout resided at depths of 0-3m for 
64% of the time and made repetitive dives deeper than 5m 
during daytime. One particular fish dived to a depth of 88m 
during the day.

Sea trout appeared to actively avoid water temperatures of 
17°C (daytime) although this pattern may be due to changes 
in prey behaviour. It is interesting and warrants further study 
though, especially as sea temperatures globally are set to 
rise in response to climate change.

Performing non-lethal gastric lavage on a pike to check stomach contents
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SPANISH BOAT CHARGED WITH SHARK FINNING IN IRISH WATERS

A Spanish vessel fishing in Irish waters has been 
found guilty of having over one tonne of shark fins 
on board.

Following an on-board inspection last Thursday, 
30th August, the Virxen da Blanca was detained 
by the Irish Naval Service after infringements were 
detected in relation to removal of shark fins. This 
practice is banned in the EU and contravenes EU 
Regulation 1185/2003 (as amended by 605/2013). 
The boat was boarded some 200km south of 
Mizen Head and was subsequently escorted to 
Castletownbere where it was handed over the 
following day to the Garda Síochána, who were 
assisted by the Sea Fisheries Protection Authority 
(SFPA).

A special sitting of Clonakilty District Court 
on Saturday 1st September heard the vessel had a total 
of 164,250kg of blue shark (an estimated 5000+ individual 
fish), 98kg of mako shark and 1,250kg of shark fins on board. 
Although these shark species can (incredibly) be legally 
landed on a commercial basis, removing fins at sea is 
strictly forbidden. A substantial and highly lucrative market 
for shark fins exists in parts of Asia, where they are used to 
make shark fin soup. However, finning often involves the 
removal of fins whilst the shark is still alive, with the mutilated 
body discarded overboard. Normal swimming, feeding and 
behaviour is impossible for a shark in this state and the fish 
quickly dies from suffocation (most sharks need to swim 
constantly to respire, see article here).

The Court charged the Master of the Virxen da Blanca with 
finning infringements and a release bond of €335,000 was 
placed on the vessel. In their defence, the owners of the vessel 
have been reported in the Spanish media as contending that 
the Irish authorities had misinterpreted the EU rules, and that 
the only part of the sharks removed was the anal fin, which is 
severed when gutting these shark species.

The vessel is one of a fleet using longlines to legally catch 
shark off the southwest coast of Ireland (not all boats are 
Spanish) and the case has once again highlighted the gross 
mismanagement of our seas, with many conservationists 
once again calling for immediate, stricter protection for 
sharks. Sharks such as blues and mako are apex predators, 
sitting atop of their food chains, and as such play a critical 
role in balancing and regulating marine ecosystems. 

This incident in Irish waters is symbolic of a much larger, very 
serious global problem, one where over 100 million sharks 
are thought to be killed annually through commercial and 
recreational fishing activities around the globe. Some 70-75% 
of these fish are used in the shark fin trade. Clearly, this is 
absolutely not sustainable at any level and the situation must 
change.

The novel and brilliant Anglers National 
Line Recycling Scheme (which we 
highlighted in issue  23) continues to go 
from strength to strength across Britain, 
with more and more shops signing up to 
the scheme. Recently, the first Irish shops 
have signed up to the scheme, namely 
Belfast Angling Centre and the Angling 
Hub, Tralee. Tackle shops and other 
angling-related businesses simply provide 
a bin in-store for old nylon monofilament 
and this is collected and sent off for 
recycling. 

Although we anglers tend not to think of 
our line as plastic, that is exactly what it 
is and therefore stays around for a very 
long time (read: hundreds of years) in 
the environment if we don’t dispose of 
it properly. Given that a recent study 
estimated 1.2 million kilometres of line 
is used in the UK every single year by 

anglers it is clear that we all 
must make a bigger effort 

to be environmentally 
responsible and this 

recycling scheme is a 
very good start!

Bord na Móna, the semi-state agency typically 
associated with peat production and harvesting, 
last year received over €100,000 in grants to 
trail a fish farm operation on cutaway bog in 
the midlands. As of May 1st this year, a 10-year 
aquaculture licence began for the cultivation of 
rainbow trout, brown trout, perch and common 
duckweed at one of its sites near Tullamore, Co. 
Offaly.

The development comes as part of Bord na 
Móna’s continuing overhaul of operations as it 
gradually moves away from peat harvesting to 
more sustainable operations. Peat production 
will not extend beyond 2030.  To this end it 
has, in conjunction with Bord Iascaigh Mhara, 
embarked on a project to explore the suitability 

of cutaway peat land for freshwater fish 
production. The project is called PEATAQUA and 
will encompass a number of strands of research 
and development.

Bord na Móna already operates a number of 
public recreational angling lakes at its Boora Bog 
site in Co. Offaly, resources which have proved 
popular and successful since their creation in 
cutaway bog in the late 1990s. In addition, a 
number of put-and-take trout fisheries created 
on cutaway bog sites are managed by local 
clubs throughout the midlands.  Whilst any 
fish produced may be used for restocking 
their fisheries, the primary aim of the project 
apparently lies in export.

LINE RECYCLING SCHEME 
NOW IN IRELAND

BORD NA MONA TO TRIAL FISH FARMING
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Following an amendment in legislation, anglers will be legally allowed 
to retain one bass (Dicentrarchus labrax) less than 42cm per day from 
October 1st until December 31st 2018 in ICES divisions 4b, 4c, 7a, and 
7d–k, which covers the central and southern North Sea, Irish Sea, English 
Channel, Bristol Channel and Celtic Sea. Until now, bass have been 100% 
catch & release only throughout 2018 in these areas.

The European Union has accepted updated scientific advice from ICES 
(International Council for the Exploration of the Sea) relating to estimations 
that the bass stocks are set to increase in 2018. Vitally, from a recreational 
angling point of view, the latest ICES advice has also indicated a lower 
fishing mortality from recreational fisheries and a higher survival rate from 
the catch-and-release practice (fishing mortality rate of 5%) than previously 
estimated (15%). As such, ICES has deemed it viable for recreational anglers 
to retain one bass per angler, per day for the last three months of 2018. 
Bass will still be catch & release only until 30th September. This change in 
legislation is set to come into effect across all relevant Member States in the 
coming days.

In Article 9 of Regulation (EU) 2018/120, paragraph 4 is replaced by the 
following:

4. In recreational fisheries, including from shore, in ICES divisions 4b, 4c, 7a 
to 7k:
 a) from 1 January 2018 to 30 September 2018, only catch-and-  
 release fishing for European seabass shall be allowed. During that  
 period, it shall be prohibited to retain on board, relocate, trans- 
 ship or land European seabass caught in that area;

 b) from 1 October to 31 December 2018, not more than one   
 specimen of European seabass may be retained per fisherman per  
 day.

One of the key points here is the welcome acceptance from ICES that 
mortality rates (death) of bass from recreational catch & release angling 
is much lower than they had assumed. This is due in no small way to 
pioneering studies such as the Irish one led by National University of Ireland 
Galway (NUIG) and University College Cork (UCC) in conjunction with 
renowned bass anglers such as Jim Clohessy, who looked at bass residency 
times and post-release mortality rates in Cork Harbour and found that all 
thirty fish captured, survived (Doyle et al., 2017). You can read all about this 
landmark study in issue 16 of the magazine HERE.

Whilst many recreational anglers are still rightfully aggrieved that they 
should be placed in the same category as commercial fishermen when it 
comes to impacts on bass stocks, this is at least a step in the right direction. 
An increasing proportion of recreational sea anglers are choosing to catch 
& release 
bass (among 
other species) 
and are a key 
stakeholder 
group in terms 
of improving 
conservation 
efforts for the 
species. 

LAW CHANGE MEANS ANGLERS NOW 
ALLOWED TO RETAIN BASS FROM OCTOBER

MORE DETAILS
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IRISH BLUEFIN MAKES HISTORY FOR ADRIAN MOLLOY

A landmark day for Irish big game angling occurred 
recently (September 12th) off the Donegal coast, as 
skipper Adrian Molloy saw the 100th bluefin tuna 
(Thunnus thynnus) of the 2018 season brought to 
his boat and released! This is a new season record 
for an Irish boat and there’s still plenty of fishing 
time left, with the bluefin season usually extending 
into November or even December, depending on 
weather and sea conditions. Fishing usually begins 
around the start of August each year.

The lucky captor of tuna number 100 was Kenny 
Williamson, who travelled from the Shetlands 
to experience, in his own words, the “world 
class fishing” for bluefin off Ireland’s NW coast. 
Incredibly, Kenny’s fish came on a good but not 
outstanding day for Adrian Molloy’s boat, which 
saw six bluefin captured in total. Most were 
relatively small tuna by Donegal’s standards, in the 
200-250lb range, but a couple were estimated at 
around 350lb. As always, every fish was caught and 
released.

Speaking about his successful trip, Kenny said 
“Adrian is a gentleman who really knows his 
stuff and goes all-out to find the fish for you. 
The weather really wasn’t kind for us, with a big 
westerly and a lot of swell but the Cougar Cat is a 
superb seaboat and an a amazing fishing platform. 
Being lucky to have had the first draw in a party of 
four and land a fat 220lb’er I was over the moon but 
the icing on the cake was getting my third turn of 
the trip on the second day. This resulted in a third 
tuna of the trip for me , and an incredible 100 for 
Adrian’s 2018 season!” A still delighted Kenny told 
us that “It was truly a privilege to experience and I 
can’t recommend the fishing or the skipper highly 
enough. Just book now and go! If you love fishing, 
you’ll be blown away”.

As glorified by television shows like Wicked Tuna, 
bluefin can fetch eye-watering amounts of money, 
especially in the Asian food market, although prices 
average €20-30 per kg. Japan are the world’s biggest 
consumer of bluefin and traditionally the first tuna 
of the New Year auction in Tokyo fetches hundreds 
of thousands of euro.

Whilst much of the world seems intent on 
hunting bluefin to extinction to supply the luxury 
food (mostly sashimi) market, Adrian has long 
championed the very high economic value of a 
recreational bluefin fishery, arguing [quite rightly 
in our opinion] that these magnificent fish, which 
can grow to 1000lb or more and live for over 30 
years, are worth far, far more when caught and 
released. Adrian pioneered the recreational bluefin 
tuna fishery off the Donegal coast and, in 2001, 
landed the largest fish ever caught on rod and 
line in Europe at 968lb. He has also assisted with 
numerous scientific tagging studies to help map 
the behaviour and distribution of bluefin to aid 
conservation efforts for the species, which is listed 
as endangered due to continuing declines caused 
by commercial over-fishing.

Bookings with Adrian Molloy are in very high 
demand but he is taking bookings for the 2019 
season. Details at www.tuna.ie

NEW CLARE LAKELANDS FESTIVAL A SUCCESS

One of Ireland’s newest and most 
promising angling events, the Clare 
Lakelands Angling Festival, took 
place this August and has been widely 
acclaimed. 

Organised by the Munster Coarse 
Anglers club in association with Fishing 
Tackle Ireland, Ennis, the 3-day event 
was held on both Doon and Kilgory 
lakes. Some very impressive catches 
were shared across the 18 anglers 
which included Irish international 
Cathal Hughes, who won the event 
with just over 50kg overall. Second was 
Ewan Weed from Co. Fermanagh with 
34.130kg while 3rd was Chris Simpson, 
Co. Down with 29.455kg. Catches were 
made of bream, roach, rudd, hybrids, 
perch and tench.

The hope of this new festival, the 

brainchild of tackle dealer Florian 
Peter, is to showcase the wealth and 
quality of fishing still available in east 
Clare and to help regenerate local 
angling tourism. Florian told us “There 
has been an absence of match festivals 
in Clare for the past 20-25 years. This is 
despite having some incredible fishing 
available, particularly in east Clare. We 
have a huge amount of very good lakes 
with not many anglers fishing them so 
I decided that holding a few festivals 
would be a good way to highlight the 
potential of the area”.

The inaugural event was so well 
received that a 30-peg, 2-day open event 
has been scheduled for this October 
13-14th and plans are already in place 
for a second, bigger festival in 2019. For 
more details contact Florian Peter on 
087-2595559

RARE MACKEREL CAUGHT OFF SLIGO

A rare mackerel species has recently been 
caught in Irish waters. Caught on August 
14th by Gerry Sheerin fishing on board 
Sligo Boat Charters, the Atlantic chub 
mackerel (Scomber colias) is rarely found 
this far north, with its normal distribution 
being near the Mediterranean and 
further south, off Africa. Whilst the fish is 
occasionally caught around Irish and UK 
coasts by both recreational anglers and 
trawlers alike, it is certainly not common 
but numbers appear to be increasing in 
recent years.

Owner of Sligo Boat Charters Daryl Ewing 
said of the unusual catch, “It’s a first here for 
me and I’m fishing out of Sligo Bay for over 
30 years. I also asked another older charter 
skipper and a commercial mackerel & scad 
fisherman from Killybegs but neither have 
seen one before and both have a couple 
of decades on me! I had to get the Marine 
Institute to I.D. it as I was unsure of the species 
but they confirmed by doing a count of the 
rays on the dorsal fin that it was a Spanish or 
Atlantic chub mackerel.”

The Atlantic chub mackerel is also 
confusingly known to some as “Spanish 
mackerel”, which is the more common 
name for the much larger and very different 
looking species Scomberomorus maculatus 
which tends to live around the Gulf of 
Mexico. Whilst their colours are similar at a 

glance, Atlantic chub mackerel differs 
from our ordinary Atlantic mackerel 
(Scomber scombrus) in having a larger 
eye and head, a definite area of large 
scales around the pectoral region, 
noticeable dark spots on the flanks 
and an easily observable swim bladder, 
which is absent in normal mackerel.

This latest example off Sligo, which 
is unusually north for the species, was 
caught on traditional mackerel feathers at 
a depth of 6-7m down over 22m, at a water 
temperature of 17°C and was swimming with 
a shoal of Atlantic mackerel. At a glance the 
species can appear similar and so it is likely 
that other examples caught in nets or by 
rod & line have simply gone unnoticed over 
the years. The species is usually epipelagic, 
feeding in deep waters of 250-300m, coming 
inshore to shallower waters in the summer 
months and can grow to 2ft long and over 
2kg in weight.

The first positive identification of Scomber 
colias in Irish waters was in August 1967, 
when two specimens were caught trawling 
in Dingle Bay and sent for investigation at 
the then national Fisheries Laboratory in 
Dublin. Dr. Arthur Went was the prominent 
Irish fisheries biologist of the time and 
recorded unusual fish in Irish waters from 
1958 onwards. In 1967 remarked that whilst 
there has been a number of claims of 

Atlantic chub mackerel in Irish waters before 
this, including one as far back as 1858 (again 
off Dingle) none had been reliably identified.

Several other records of Atlantic chub 
mackerel have been officially verified off the 
Irish coast. Another specimen was formally 
identified by Went in 1968, as well as in 1970 
and 1976 – all of these fish were caught 
via trawls in Dingle Bay. In 1993 another 
specimen was recorded (again, in a trawl) 
off Kerry Head whilst more recently, in 2003, 
a single fish was landed off the NW coast 
of Donegal by boats pair trawling for scad. 
In 2011 another fish was caught alongside 
Atlantic mackerel off the SW coast.

Although certainly uncommon in Irish 
waters, especially off more northern shores, 
it would appear likely that the occurrence of 
fish species more typical of southern climes, 
such as chub mackerel, are set to become 
more and more frequent due to climate 
change and shifting ocean currents.

An Atlantic chub mackerel (top) 
alongside a typical mackerel

Credit: Daryl Ewing

Winner of the first Clare Lakelands 
Festival was Cathal Hughes

http://www.facebook.com/offthescalemag
https://twitter.com/OfftheScale_mag
http://www.tuna.ie
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weekend

Sidney Kennedy

Sidney Kennedy & Glenn McCormack

or practically the whole of August, good friend Glenn McCormack 
and I had tried to get a fishing session in but between the jigs and the 
reels something stopped us. Finally, the planets must have aligned or 
something though and with the weather conditions looking good for 
the first days of September I asked Glenn would he like a go at some 
skate. Having never caught one, “ah, deadly!” was the answer. I kept 
a close eye on the forecast and by Friday morning I decided the trip 
to Baltimore in beautiful West Cork was on. If we were lucky and 
all went to plan, we hoped to have a go at Ireland’s mullet Mecca, 
Rosscarbery on the way home...

14 15
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In my mind, when fishing for large fish, like 
skate, you need at least two anglers that 
know how to bring them on board safely. 

Three would be ideal but even though I had 
room for one more, the other close friends I 
asked were all unavailable (and cursing them-
selves) so it was just going to be the two of us 
this weekend.
 As Glenn was leaving from Dublin, 
he had to be on the road by 2.45am to get to 
my house before dawn, as we needed to be 
launched by 8am to catch some fresh bait be-
fore the turn of the tide. I was contemplating on 
bringing frozen mackerel but decided not to…
 Everything went smoothly and we were 
soon steaming out of the harbour, looking for 
bait shoals as we went. As we came around 
Baltimore beacon, we decided to try for some 
mackerel but every drop produced nothing, not 
even a pollock. We tried out further but it was 
the same thing – nothing! With over 45 minutes 
wasted I was starting to regret not bringing that 
frozen bait.   
 Seeing as we couldn’t find any mackerel 
at all, we decided to head along the cliffs look-
ing for some pollock. Not a bad skate bait but 
obviously super-oily mackerel would have been 
better. Not only did we eventually get some pol-
lock but we also, by pure chance, come across a 
small shoal of joeys and managed a few dozen. 
We would both have liked more bait but with 
time ticking away we had to cut our losses and 
make a run for the skate mark.
 With the boat at anchor, we baited 
our rods, lashing together several smaller 
fish to make one bigger bait (much like 
we both had to do in Lanzarote earlier 
this year due to the lack of bait!). The 
mackerel were actually so small that we 
had to put three of them with a fillet of 
pollock to make the bait a respectable size 
for the skate.
 We kept fishing for 
fresh mackerel with the skate 
baits on the bottom, some 
200ft down below but, 
again, there was nothing 
around. An hour or so 
passed with only bait-rob-
bing small fish  taking our 
baits. Glenn had just land-
ed the first decent sized 
mackerel of the day and as 
I was re-baiting anyway I 
claimed it for my hook, fish-
ing it on a 10/0 alongside two 
small joeys. It was a good-sized 
bait and when I dropped it in 

the water you could see a good blood trail com-
ing off it. I was finally confident and crossed my 
fingers that it would draw some bigger fish in.
 Glenn kept on trying to get a big bait 
for himself and managed to land a large mack-
erel (for this day and age) on his very next drop. 
It was well over a pound and worthy of a picture 
but as I was taking the shot I saw, out of the cor-
ner of my eye, a soft pull down on the rod – just 
like you get when a skate sits over the bait. No 
sooner had a I put the camera down when I got 
that healthy bend on the rod as the reel starts to 
make that lovely clicking sound. Heart beating 
out of my chest, I lifted into it. As I was holding 
the buckled rod, Glenn got me into the back and 

butt harness and with the clips on the reel I sat 
down in my JRC ‘fighting’ chair. With the fight 
only ten minutes in, I could see the back-har-
ness clips attached to the reel starting to stretch 
open and I then knew I had a lot of pressure on 
the fish. I might even be a big one…
 With steady pressure I was able to gain 
line slowly but every few minutes the skate gave 
me a reminder that it lives on the sea bed and 
wants to get back to it! It is a lot of work to get 
one of these sea monsters to the surface, espe-
cially if you don’t have the proper gear. Fishing 
light gear on purpose isn’t fair on either the 
skate or your physical health. 
 Without too much drama (two of us on 
board…) we got the skate into the boat and what 
a fish it was, a solid male. As everyone should 
do with all big fish brought aboard, Glenn filled 
a bucket with water and poured it over the skate 
to keep it wet whilst I got the measuring mat 
sorted. I have caught quite a few skate over 
the years but never a specimen-sized one and 
I have to be honest and say I couldn’t wait to 
see if it made the 1.8m length accepted by the 
Irish Specimen Fish Committee. He went 1.83m 
and I was delighted. We both were. After some 
quick snaps, we carefully slid the huge fish off 
the boat, held onto it for a minute and watched 

Cork’s Sidney Kennedy is one of Ireland’s most renowned 
specimen hunters & former Irish carp record holder - 
game, coarse or sea, if it swims he’s probably caught it!

“With the fight only ten minutes 
in, I could see the back-harness 
clips attached to the reel starting 
to stretch open and I then knew I 
had a lot of pressure on the fish. 
It might even be a big one…

The big bait worked and 
I knew straight away that 
it was a decent fish

The old harness clips 
literally buckling under 
the strain from what 
turned out to be a very 
big skate indeed

Glenn with a pound-plus 
mackerel, which is big for 
this day and age. It made 
for a nice photo and 
even nicer skate bait!

Now that’s a proper 
skate bait. The bigger 
the bait, the bigger the 
scent trail.
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My first specimen 
common skate at1.83m, 
a fish I’ve waited along 
time for. What a creature!

As the day wore on I 
managed a couple of 
nice congers as well, to 
over 30lb. It was turning 
in pretty great trip and it 
wasn’t over yet...

it glide back down to the rocky depths off Balti-
more. 
 As the day pushed on I landed a few 
bonus congers, with one going over 30lb. I had 
my fingers crossed that Glenn would hook up 
and get his chance at a giant. We gave it longer 
than we agreed and then had the usual ‘one last 
drop’, putting on the biggest baits we could in 
the hope it might attract a monster.
 We had nearly finished cleaning the 
boat up when Glenn got a bang on his rod. He 
thought it was a conger and so started to video 
the rod to record the bite. As he did so I said I 
thought it looked more like a ‘skate bang’ than a 

conger one and then the rod started to 
bend over slowly before the line started 

to peel off the reel as the ratchet was 
ground away. He almost dropped his phone 

into the Atlantic and grabbed the rod with 
both hands!
 With Glenn strapped to his reel, he 
was ready for a tug of war against a fish that 
realistically could be heavier than him. He 
couldn’t believe how much pressure you have to 
put on them, just to get them off the bottom. 
“Back-breaking” he said. A tip for those of you 
who haven’t fought such a big, powerful fish be-
fore is to always set your reel’s drag so you can 

SID’S SKATE TIPS

1 STRONG GEAR...
A fifty-pound class rod and reel set up with a multiplier loaded 
with at least 80lb braid. I normally use 100lb to 120lb.

2 STRONG END TACKLE
A strong 10/0 to 12/0 hook attached to 300lb to 400lb 
mono with the same strength swivels. There is no point at all 
in fishing light for skate.

3 GET DOWN, STAY DOWN
Leads need to be between 1.5 and 2lb in weight to get down 
to the depths quickly and keep the bait in position.

4 FISH BIG BAITS
Use good sized baits and hook them through the head, 
always making sure plenty of the hook point is showing.

5 HANDLE CAREFULLY
If gaffing them to get them aboard the boat, make sure you 
gaff the outer part of the wings to avoid any vital organs or 
mouth parts. Two can usually lift them aboard without a gaff.

18 19
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“I cast well beyond the feeding 
fish and as the free offerings 
drifted closer to my float the 
hookbait disappeared into a large 
white mouth...

use your thumb to apply extra pressure when 
needed. In other words, have it set so a fish can 
take a bit of line without your thumb on the 
spool. With such big fish you don’t have time to 
mess around adjusting the drag during the fight 
so using your thumb as a ‘second drag’ is the 
answer.
 After a good 25 minutes and 20 yards 
behind the boat, the skate came to the surface 
and with some hard rod and reel pumping the 
fish kited towards the side where we lifted it 
onto the deck. Mission accomplished for Glenn 
who was both thrilled and exhausted. Amazing-

ly, this fish (another male) also passed the 1.8m 
qualifying specimen length.
 It had been an unforgettable trip, a real 
red letter day. With all the pictures and video 
footage taken, the fish released and anchor 
pulled, we headed for port as fast as we could 
before it got dark. With the boat on the trailer 
and strapped down we decided that we would 
grab some well-deserved dinner and park up 
at Rosscarbery for the night before switching 
tackle completely and targeting a fish 2ft long 
instead of six!

Not bad for your first 
skate! Glenn with our 
second specimen of the 
day at 1.87m

After some much 
needed rest we hit the 
mullet the next morning 
on the way home and 
our good luck just kept 
rolling on! The first fish 
of the day was this long, 
light-coloured 5lb 14oz, 
a cracking mullet in 
anyone’s book.

It’s not all about big fish 
and chasing specimens. 
We both had a lot of 
juvenile mullet too and 
still enjoyed every minute 
of it

Not enough mullet 
anglers use unhooking 
mats - fact! They are a 
very fragile fish and with 
stocks declining all the 
time the least we can do 
is look after the ones we 
catch.

“With Glenn strapped to his 
reel, he was ready for a tug 
of war against a fish that 
realistically could be 
heavier than him...

With the usual uncomfortable night’s 
sleep in the jeep, the alarm went off at 
7am so up we got and got our mullet 

gear ready. As the light levels started to bright-
en, I could see a few mullet, not many, rolling 
on the surface and for some strange reason we 
were able to put out floating bread without any 
birds driving us mad. Anyone who has fished at 
Rosscarbery will know how rare this is! 
 The more bread we drifted out, the 
more small mullet took it but every now and 
then a larger one would make an appearance. 
As the bread floated out further with the cur-
rent a few decent-sized mullet started to take 
it. I cast well beyond the feeding fish and as 
the free offerings drifted closer to my float the 
hookbait disappeared into a large white mouth. 
With the rod lifted sharply the fish was on and 
melting line off my reel. First cast of the day, 
what a start! As Glenn netted the fish we saw 
that it was clearly a good one, another specimen 
sized fish. It was a big, long, light-coloured mul-
let and the needle on the scales spun round to 
5lb 14oz, a serious fish in anyone’s book. Was 

today going to be another one to remember for 
us?
 Of course, we were both so keen to start 
fishing that we skipped breakfast so I headed 
back to the jeep to get some much-needed en-
ergy. One mouthful down and Glenn shouted 
“I’m in!” before the reel started screaming. It 
was a good fight, even by mullet standards, and 
a good five minutes or so passed before it was 
safely in the net and rested gently down on the 
unhooking mat, something not enough mullet 
anglers use. This was another cracker and again 
exceeded the specimen weight of 5lb, going 5lb 
13oz. Two specimens within an hour of fishing 
was better than we could have hoped for.
 As there were still no hungry birds 
around, we kept putting in the bread. Loaf after 
loaf went in and many small mullet were filling 
up on it. We didn’t cast again until a large mullet 
or two became interested. As we were keeping 
the bread in a tight area we had to be careful 
that when we cast out we wouldn’t get tangled. 
When the large mullet appeared we would leave 
it or them feed for a few more minutes (felt like 
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forever) before we would cast. It worked very 
well and was very exciting, watching our hook-
baits drift out together, wondering which one 
would be taken first as white lips took the free 
offerings.
 We had a few more mullet that morn-
ing and Lady Luck was with me as I landed two 
more specimens, with one that was bang on 6lb. 
In total we had about three hours of fish feed-
ing and as quickly as they showed up they were 
gone. I have fished a few times since then with 
little or no luck and I truly believe (as most do) 
that the large mullet stocks of old are gone. Yes, 
there is still some nice fishing to be had but it 
is very patchy and the numbers of big fish are 
very low. I just hope it is not too late for the 
people with the power to stop estuary netting 
and pair trawling, for the mullet’s sake. They are 
slow-growing, long-lived, mature late in life and 
are very easy to net as they group up in winter 
and swim up shallow, narrow estuaries for most 
of the year.
 With all this in mind, it made our few 
hours fishing even more special and was the ic-
ing on the cake as far as the weekend in West 
Cork goes, a memory I’ll hopefully never forget. 
It wasn’t just a red latter day, it was a red letter 
weekend.

Sidney Kennedy

We honestly couldn’t 
believe how the trip was 
going... Glenn with his 
lump of a mullet, which 
went 5lb 13oz.

Glenn carefully returning 
his big mullet. Big or 
small, they all deserve 
respect and after a long 
fight they might take a 
few minutes to recover.

What a fight this 6lb fish 
gave me. Mullet are a 
great sport fish but as 
there is still no quota 
for mullet they can be 
netted and exploited 
way beyond what is 
sustainable, without any 
law being broken. This 
has to change! 

“There is still some nice fishing to 
be had but it is very patchy and 
the numbers of big fish are very 
low. I just hope it is not too late 
for the people with the power 
to stop estuary netting and pair 
trawling...
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D Ó N Á N  M A C D O M H N A I L L

“IF THE PUDDLE IS BIG ENOUGH”
WHY DO I  F ISH? THAT’S THE BEST QUESTION I ’VE BEEN ASKED IN A LONG TIME AND IT’S VERY THOUGHT 
PROVOKING BUT,  AFTER RUNNING THE ECHO SOUNDER OVER MYSELF TO HAVE A LOOK INTO SOME OF 
THE DEEP TROUGHS AND GULLIES OF MY BRAIN,  I  COULDN’T COME UP WITH A CONCLUSIVE ANSWER - 

BUT HERE IS WHAT I  DO KNOW!

some different rigs and rigged up light rods in the boat 
alongside rods of 20lb class. It was all new and refreshing 
and exciting. 

 I’ve brought a few people along the way on my 
angling journey and have hopefully opened a few eyes to 
what is out there and inspired a few trips that wouldn’t have 
otherwise taken place. I’ve never intentionally used my 
fishing to give me solace, but obviously it does. I think what 
has benefited me the most from fishing is that it has opened 
my eyes to the natural world around us. I’ve got to see some 
amazing sights that I thought only possible on the Discovery 
channel and this in turn has led me to educate my own kids 
about it all. It also make you very aware of the world we live 
in and the damage we are doing to it, and that we need to 
live more harmoniously with nature and to stop and ‘take a 
little time for yourself’ a bit more often.             >>

“ I ’VE NEVER INTENTIONALLY 
USED MY FISHING TO GIVE 
ME SOLACE,  BUT OBVIOUSLY 
IT DOES.  I  THINK WHAT HAS 
BENEFITED ME THE MOST 
FROM FISHING IS THAT IT HAS 
OPENED MY EYES TO THE 
NATURAL WORLD . . .”

Why do you fish?

24 25

An Irish albacore for me, courtesy 
of the late Mick Dennehy

Passing it on to the 
next generation...

I’ve been fishing for the guts of 40 years now, inspired 
by my father as he had spent his youth along the banks 
of the Slaney, even though he didn’t really fish at all 
but loved the concept - music and gardening were his 

passions. However, his father and grandfather were both 
avid fishermen so it skipped a generation and (luckily) 
threw a double whammy onto me. I grew up alongside a 
small river that had a good stock of wild brown trout and 
I cut my teeth on them. It began at about 8 years old and I 
just headed off on my own, wandering for hours and hours 
along the river with a bamboo rod and a pocketful of worms. 
Looking back though what strikes me as the first real 
obsession was spotting some unknown ‘big fish’ in 
Courtown harbour and becoming completely fixated with 
them for my whole two-week holiday, trying to work out 
how to catch them, whatever they were. What they ate was 
one of the first things to figure out. That eureka moment 
came whilst watching them when I casually threw in the 
crust of my bread roll! That was over 30 years ago and I 
can still remember it like it was yesterday - the rod I had 
borrowed, the floats I had made, the advantage of a landing 
net (I didn’t appreciate nets until losing a few fish at the side 
of the harbour wall), the few small, loose hooks I bought 
when in Waterford. It all came together with just a few days 
of our stay to go and I landed my very first grey mullet. The 
passion for fishing has not stopped since that very day.

 To date I have fished every county in the Republic, 
except Sligo and Donegal, and caught most of the species 
that roam our waters, both fresh and salt, even landing some 
of the more exotic visitors to our shores which were bigger 
than me. But still the fire burns strong. Only this summer I 
was just as excited to go off on the hunt for a new modest-
sized species, black bream. I did a bit of research, tied up 
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 Simply because of fishing I’ve seen kingfishers fly 
by me in the blink of an eye, navigated and explored our 
inland waters in search of more fish, seen gannets diving 
beside me like bombers, witnessed whales circling the 
boat, watched giant basking sharks lying in the sun, had 
hundreds of dolphins surround and play next to the boat 
all day long and travelled all around our beautiful island. 
I’ve slept in some very strange but amazing places, been 
told by a passer-by that “lunacy comes in many forms” as I 
climbed out of a frozen bivvy on Youghal strand at 4am on 
a winters morning. I reckon a library would be proud of all 
the fishing literature I have gathered over the years, be it Sea 
Angler, Angler’s Digest, Irish Angler, Coarse angler, Angling 
Times and any book I could get on the subject. I guess like 
most if not all of you reading this, I fish a lot in my head; 
always wondering and dreaming of that new bait, rig, lure 
or type of knot that’s going to make the difference, that new 
location…

 So, why do I go fishing? I’ve no idea, but it definitely 
makes you take the blinkers off and have a look around. 
It keeps you in touch with the natural world and keeps 
the brain ticking over. Personally, I think there is still that 
hunter gatherer mentality somewhere inside us that makes 
us go fishing, as there is something very satisfying when you 
feed your family with your catch (from the sea, usually).

 I don’t go out fishing to intentionally to clear my 
head or get away from the rat race and the concrete jungle, 
but I think it’s a major factor. Still to this day I have restless 
sleep before a fishing trip, such is my excitement.

 Why have I targeted small fish like roach, minnow 
and gudgeon whilst on the other hand gone after bluefin 
tuna and sharks? In Irish waters I could find myself fishing 
a lake that is merely knee-deep or over a wreck looking for 
cod at 300ft. Maybe it’s the country we live in? My father 
always said about me – “if the puddle is big enough, you’d 
try and fish it!” 

 I don’t think I’d be the same person if I wasn’t a 
fisherman, for what it has taught me about life is invaluable. 
There will all ways be good and bad in life but hopefully the 
good wins out. I’d consider myself an all-round fisherman 
who enjoys my fishing but the thing I’m most proud of is 
passing on my knowledge and love of fishing to others.

In writing this short article it obviously got me thinking 
about those who have led me on this journey, who have 
helped and inspired along the way. My father is one, the late 
Mick Dennehy is another. Mick was an excellent charter 
skipper based in Kinsale who allowed me to have many 
adventures aboard Silver Dawn. All anglers need others to 
bring them on new journeys or to just give them a nod in the 
right direction, which I know Mick did for a lot of people - 
just don’t bang your lead off his boat!

Dónán MacDomhnaill

“I  DON’T GO OUT FISHING TO 
INTENTIONALLY TO CLEAR MY 
HEAD OR GET AWAY FROM THE 
RAT RACE AND THE CONCRETE 
JUNGLE,  BUT I  THINK IT’S A 
MAJOR FACTOR. STILL TO THIS 
DAY I  HAVE RESTLESS SLEEP 
BEFORE A FISHING TRIP,  SUCH 
IS MY EXCITEMENT.  . . .”

Why do you fish? Big or small, I love them all!

I must be dreaming...

26 27

http://www.htolures.com


Sep - Oct 2018 Issue 24

The diet of pike 
in Irish waters
A NEW REPORT FROM INLAND FISHERIES IRELAND

Pike in Irish waters may have 
changed their diet preferences 
according to a new report by 

Inland Fisheries Ireland. The report, 
entitled ‘Pike (Esox lucius) in Ireland: 
Developing Knowledge and Tools 
to Support Policy and Management’  
(available at www.fisheriesireland.ie/
pikeresearch) looks at new research 
carried out on Lough Conn, County 
Mayo and Lough Derravaragh, County 
Westmeath in 2016 and 2017 and 
provides an insight into the dietary 
habits of pike. This latest research 
was initiated to answer some on-
going questions relating to the dietary 
preference of pike and pike-brown 
trout interactions in lakes across 
Ireland. 

Previous long-term seasonal studies 
in this area were carried out more 
than 50 years ago which is a long 
time within Ireland’s changing lake 
systems, and the results reflect this 
changing dynamic.  It is an important 
piece of research as it gives an insight 
into the behaviour of pike and 
provides updated information around 
their relationship with brown trout. 
Long-term dietary research carried 
out in the 1960s and 1970s in Lough 
Derravaragh and Lough Sheelin 
(located across Westmeath, Meath 
and Cavan) indicated that pike 
preferred to eat brown trout and 
perch, which is not surprising given 
that these were the main prey fish 
available to pike in those lakes during 
this period.   

The ‘historical’ panel in the graph to 
the right shows that the probability of 
finding brown trout and perch in the 
stomach of pike during this period 

was high compared to the other fish 
species. The probability of finding 
cyprinids, which includes rudd, 
bream and tench was low. Roach 
were not present in Lough Sheelin 
and Derravaragh during this period.  

Fish populations in certain areas have 
changed dramatically since the 1960s 
and 70s due to new fish introductions 
and this research reveals that pike 
appear to have changed their prey 
preference and today prefer to eat 
roach, an invasive fish species. On 
the second panel of the graph below, 
the ‘current’ situation demonstrates 
clearly how the likelihood of finding 
roach (cyprinids) in the stomach of 
pike has increased significantly while 
the likelihood of finding brown trout 
(salmonids) or perch has decreased 
significantly. 

While pike still eat brown trout and 
perch, they are opportunistic ambush 
predators and will broadly ‘have a go’ 
at anything that swims past including 
other smaller pike. But when faced 
with the high levels of roach, 
which is evident in Loughs Sheelin,  
Derravaragh and Conn, it seems clear 
that this is the preferred prey species.

Researchers in Scotland and England 
have also found similar changes in 
pike diet occurring in Loch Lomond 
(Scotland) and Lake Windermere 
(England). It is thought the changes 
in diet are due to the invasion of 
roach and ruffe in these waters.
The research supports the original 
policies on the management of pike, 
which incorporated pike removal, 
adopted by Inland Fisheries Ireland 
and its predecessor organisations in 
the 1950s up to the establishment 
of roach populations in certain 
lakes. However, the spread of roach 
has clearly changed the 
situation and these 
findings suggest 
that pike 
removal 
may only be 

effective in protecting brown trout 
populations in systems where brown 
trout and perch are the dominant 
prey. However, in systems where 
other prey, such as roach, is available 
in substantial quantities pike 
removal may have little effect. Inland 
Fisheries Ireland will now have to 
look more carefully at its practices to 
ensure they are achieving the desired 
outcome of managing these waters 
for the benefit of wild brown trout. 

The research also examined whether 
pike and brown trout can co-exist 
in the same lake. Using statistical 
models, it found that pike and brown 
trout could live together within 
relatively large deep lakes with strong 
stream connectivity, however in small 
shallow systems pike introductions 
could potentially have a devastating 
impact on resident brown trout 
populations. 

Inland Fisheries Ireland will now 
consider what should be done if pike 
are found in these small shallow 
lakes. The preferred habitat of pike 
is the shore area surrounding the 
lake, the ‘weedy margins’ where 

sunlight can penetrate all the 
way to the bottom allowing 

aquatic plants to grow, not 
a particularly surprising 

finding for an ambush predator. If 
brown trout have an opportunity 
to escape from the weedy margin 
and go into the deeper parts of the 
lake, then there is a better chance of 
coexistence with pike. 

This is a scientific report and how 
this new information will impact 
Inland Fisheries Ireland’s practices 
in relation to pike stock management 
still needs to be determined. The 
policy review group established by 
Inland Fisheries Ireland to look at 
this area will meet and consider this 
report. The review group comprises 
of Inland Fisheries Ireland staff 
members from different areas of the 
organisation, and representatives of 
the two main brown trout and pike 
angling federations. Inland Fisheries 
Ireland would encourage the angling 
federations to re-engage in this 
review group for this important 
discussion. Details of all of the 
meetings and presentations held by 
the group to date can be found at 
www.fisheriesireland.ie/pikepolicyreview.

Inland Fisheries Ireland has 
identified 14 lakes which are to 
be managed as wild brown trout 
fisheries and stock management 
takes place on seven of them. The 
designation of these lakes as wild 

brown trout fisheries has not, and 
will not change. 

Inland Fisheries Ireland will use the 
best science available to ensure any 
management policies it undertakes 
achieves the intended outcome. The 
research will be considered alongside 
the many historic, socio economic 
and management factors which all 
inform fisheries management and 
development work. 

Ultimately any recommendations 
from the review group will be 
reviewed by the Board of 
Inland Fisheries Ireland who will sign 
off on any policy changes should they 
be required. A briefing document and 
a ‘frequently asked questions’ guide is 
available at www.fisheriesireland.ie/
pikeresearch alongside a full copy of 
the report. 

by Inland Fisheries Ireland

This research was initiated to answer some on-going questions 
relating to the dietary preference of pike and pike-brown trout 
interactions in lakes across Ireland. Previous long-term seasonal 
studies in this area were carried out more than 50 years ago.

Pike, which are predatory fish, appear to have changed their 
prey preference since the early research was conducted and now 
predominantly eat roach rather than brown trout and perch.

The research suggests that pike and brown trout could live together 
within relatively large deep lakes with strong stream connectivity 
however in small, shallow lakes pike introductions could have a 
devastating impact on resident brown trout populations.

Pike removal may only be effective in protecting brown trout 
populations in systems where brown trout are one of the dominant 
prey species but may have little effect in systems where other prey, 
such as roach, is abundant.

The research supports the original policies for the management 
of pike adopted by Inland Fisheries Ireland’s predecessors in the 
1950s.  It also highlights the need for continued monitoring of 
our water systems and that a review of current policies today is 
necessary. 

This is a scientific report and will be considered by the Policy 
Review Group which is in place to review ‘Pike management in 
designated Wild Brown Trout Fisheries’ . The policy group will 
provide recommendations to Inland Fisheries Ireland. 

Key takeaways from 
Inland Fisheries Ireland’s new research
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Pike management review: where to now?

Ian Forde
Chairman, 
Irish Pike Society

Unless you’ve been living under 
a rock of late, it’s been hard to 
ignore the most controversial and 
publicised issue in Irish angling for 
many years, that is the treatment 

of pike in the so-called “managed waters”. This 
has led to a report, carried out by IFI: “Pike (Esox 
lucius) in Ireland: Developing knowledge and 
tools to support policy and management”. In 
this short article I will try to give a brief history, 
an overview, of the present situation regarding 
pike management in our designated wild brown 
trout waters and give the Irish Pike Society’s 

assessment of what may come next. 

We’ll start by reviewing the events of the 
recent past. Succinctly, Mayo-based 

game & pike angling guide Kenny 
Sloan posted a video on YouTube in 

late 2015 showing the appalling 
treatment of gill-netted pike 

in Lough Conn (one of the 
seven managed Irish wild 

brown trout waters) 
by Inland Fisheries 

Ireland (IFI) staff. 
Huge outrage 

ensued, and 
an online 

campaign instigated by Derek Talbot and Geoff 
Cooper of the Irish Angling Alliance (IAA) garnered 
over 40,000 signatures. For years we in the Irish 
Pike Society (IPS) had been struggling to motivate 
people to take action against what we believe it is 
a very flawed style of fisheries management (pike 
culling), so looked on this as an ideal opportunity 
to get involved again, and unashamedly jumped 
on the band wagon. 

The Leinster Pike Angling club were at 
the forefront of a protest organised at IFI 
headquarters in February 2016, and along with 
Derek of the IAA delivered the signatures to IFI 
staff. Following this, a meeting was proposed by 
Dave Moody (Leinster chairman) between IPS 
and Irish Federation of Pike Angling Clubs (IFPAC), 
at which an alliance was agreed. There’s a bit of 
history between the two organisations, so this 
was a leap of faith for both of us. Thankfully, it 
has been effective and worthwhile to date, whilst 
both have maintained their own identities. 

Following this, submissions were sought by IFI 
from associations and individuals in relation 
to “pike management”. Both the IPS and IFPAC 
submitted a detailed presentation based on 
scientific evidence gathered, in the main, from 
IFI’s own research. However, the conclusions 
reached by us were markedly different from those 
of IFI at the time. Paul Byrne (IPS) and David 
Hamill (IFPAC) trawled through nearly 60 years 
of IFI records, and for the first time this data was 
collated and cross-referenced. 

We believe that due to the uncontrivable nature 
of this evidence a new study into pike diet in 

Irish lakes was ordered, which commenced 
immediately (summer 2016).

Along with the two major Irish trout groups, 
the Trout Anglers Federation of Ireland 

(TAFI) and the National Anglers 
Representative Association (NARA), 

both organisations which purport 
to represent game angling 

interests nationwide, IPS 
and IFPAC were invited to 

participate in the pike 
review process also. 

The meetings 

were held every 4-6 weeks, and along with the 
angling associations were also attended by 
senior IFI scientists and staff. The format was 
that experts were invited to make presentations 
on various aspects of pike/trout interaction and 
were then questioned on various parts of their 
evidence. It appeared to be a quite frustrating 
experience for the game angling associations 
and following some objectionable comments 
one of their representatives was suspended from 
the process, pending an apology. A formula was 
found to allow the association to re-join, but at 
this point both NARA and TAFI formally withdrew 
from the review process (early 2018). It is highly 
regrettable and, in our opinion, self-defeating 
that no trout body will have a final input into the 
review process dealing with pike management 
and its connotations on the designated wild 
brown trout lakes. However, their withdrawal is 
moot, as their comments and objections have 
been previously noted during the review process 
and will be included moving forward.

As I write (mid-September 2018), there is a final 
round of meetings to be held, at which areas 
of agreement and/or disagreement will be 
presented and noted. The results of the review 
will then be presented to the board of IFI, who 
in turn will publish their recommendations. It 

is then submitted to the obligatory minister for 
implementation, or otherwise.

One thing that is not evident from observing 
this issue from the outside - and is frankly quite 
depressing - is how rampant political influence is. 
When embarking on this latest attempt to protect 
pike, we naively believed that properly presented 
science, coupled with the grass roots support of 
the clear majority of anglers (of all preferences, 
game, coarse and pike) and a sound economic 
argument, would see reason prevail. Not so. 

Following on from the game associations exiting 
the review process, no sooner had the door 
closed than the incumbent minister, Mr. Sean 

It is highly regrettable 
and, in our opinion, 

self-defeating that no 
trout body will have 
a final input into the 

review process dealing 
with pike management 

and its connotations 
on the designated wild 

brown trout lakes

“

ABOVE
“It was a long, and at times dirty campaign...”

RIGHT
What we do it all for. A wild Irish 30lb pike 

Please see pg 28 of 
this issue for details of 
the IFI pike report in 
question

*
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Kyne TD, published a suite of new bye-laws which 
among other items proposed that 4 pike of any size 
can be taken (killed) per angler per day, instead of 
the existing one pike ≤50cm regulation. In essence, 
this is a charter for the slaughter of our apex Irish 
freshwater predator, the pike, which the most 
contemporary scientific evidence suggests is a native 
species. Public submissions were received for this 
new bye-law, over 5,000 we believe, and the minister 
ponders his next move…

Most extraordinary, is the timing of minister Kyne’s 
proposal. As he was more than aware, the results and 
publication of IFI’s ‘pike diet study’ was imminent, 
and indeed followed his proposal by a mere matter 
of weeks. And the results of the pike diet study? It 
really behoves everyone to read and peruse it, but 
here’s the unscientific gist of it:

Now, these findings may not seem like rocket 
science to a lot of you, but “knowing” something 
intrinsically based on one’s own experience is one 
thing, proving it empirically through controlled 
experiments is quite a different thing… It’s called 
science.

So, one wonders where this latest research will 
leave Mr. Kyne’s proposed bye-law? It should be 
game over, one would think. Here we have the 
scientific evidence that pike co-exist with trout 
quite harmoniously, gathered by the state’s best 
scientists, working for the state agency charged 
with managing Ireland’s waters, following the 
expenditure of a very large sum of tax-payers 
money… but don’t hold your breathe. 

The minister has powers vested in him under 
section 8a of the Fisheries Act which says, in 
layman’s terms, that the minister can enact any 
bye-law he pleases, “if he is so minded”. This is a 
massive power, drafted one assumes to be used 
in times of emergency or suchlike to rush through 
legislation. Therefore, all our collective best efforts 
- anglers, IPS, IFPAC and IFI - could be negated by 
the bloody-mindedness of one politician, who is 
not acting in the national interest but is clearly 
subjected to the pressures exerted on him by a 
small coterie of locals in his constituency. This is 
the real world, and it isn’t pretty. 

How do we at the IPS propose to deal with this 
problem? Well, we do have a plan of action, 
although we cannot comment further at this time. 

Serious stuff, isn’t it? Yes, it is, if you love your 
fishing and more importantly if you love your 
waters. Is this about trout anglers vs. pike anglers? 
NO. Is this about turning the western loughs into 

pike fisheries? NO. Is this about sustainability? 
YES! Is this about tackling the real issues facing our 
waters such as pollution, abstraction, degradation 
of spawning streams? YES! Is this about taking the 
gombeen politics out of Irish fisheries? Yes!

This is about using science to protect and nurture 
our wild loughs, not by slaughtering the one 
asset trout have on their side to protect them 
against certain invasive species and disease. It’s 
about diverting the wasted funds used in pike 
removal and spending them in areas that can 
REALLY benefit salmonids… which sounds very 
reasonable, unless you have a particularly warped 
view of the world, and how you relate to it. 

I’ll finish with a plea. All of us involved in this 
are not only sacrificing our time, and our peace 
of mind, but also exposing ourselves to serious 
financial consequences. There will be a time when 
we need your help, and that time will be soon. 
Make sure you stand up, there’s a bigger picture 
here. Your kids will thank you, and that should be 
enough. Tight lines, and clean waters.

Ian Forde

Is this about trout anglers vs. pike anglers? 
NO. Is this about turning the western 

loughs into pike fisheries? NO. Is this about 
sustainability? YES! Is this about tackling 

the real issues facing our waters such 
as pollution, abstraction, degradation of 

spawning streams? YES! Is this about taking 
the gombeen politics out of Irish fisheries? 

YES!

“
ABOVE
The culmination of over 40,000 petition signatures; a peaceful anti-gill net protest held at IFI HQ in Citywest in March 2016.

There has been a massive increase in the roach populations of the western loughs. (Not 
surprising, given that thousands of their only natural predator are removed every year).

Pike eat the most prevalent prey species available to them.

On the waters studied, pike ate 25-35 TIMES more roach and cyprinids than trout. In 
fact, even less trout in PROPORTION to the stock available.

On waters studied, pike removal resulted in NO improvement in trout stocks at best, in 
fact evidence showed a slight decrease, if anything.

Using advanced statistical modelling, the only dynamic that gave an increased stock of 
trout (and quite a dramatic improvement) was, wait for it… catch & release of trout, not 
pike culling!

MAIN
 

FIN
DIN

GS

EDITORS NOTE: 
In the interest of balance, an offer to voice an opinion 
on the recent pike research was extended to the 
National Anglers Representative Association (NARA), 
Trout Anglers Federation of Ireland (TAFI) and the 
Oughterard Anglers & Boatmen Association (OABA) but 
none had responded before the date of publication 

Image credit: 
Gary Robinson
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The curious thing about fishing is 
that you never want to go home. If 
you catch anything, you can’t stop. 
If you don’t catch anything, you hate 
to leave in case something might bite

Gladys Bagg Taber
The Book of Stillmeadow (1948)
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The spread 
of roach 

in Ireland

The

bitMAKING THE COMPLICATED SIMPLE

No other fish species has spread as quickly nor caused such 
profound ecological changes in Irish freshwaters than the seemingly 
innocuous roach. In this first of two articles, we look at the available 
evidence of how this now very common coarse fish came to be in so 

many of our waterways in such a short space of time.

reland has a somewhat limited 
number of freshwater fish 
species compared to Britain 

and mainland Europe, a direct 
result of our island being largely 
separated (or at least not easily 
accessible) from Britain and the rest 
of the continent due to rising sea 
levels following the end of last Ice 
Age. Whilst there is considerable 

debate and conjecture surrounding 
whether certain animal and plant 
species are or aren’t native to 
Ireland – especially given modern 
genetic revelations – there are some 
colonisation histories we are fairly 
certain of. A prime example is that 
of the roach (Rutilus rutilus). 
 The first documented 
introduction of roach in Ireland 

occurred in 1889 on Munster’s 
River Blackwater. A regular visiting 
English angler, Mr. J.C. Truss, 
made a trip to the Lismore area to 
target pike, which he subsequently 
caught to 25lb. With him (via rail) 
he brought two tins of live roach 
and dace for use as bait. These 
tins were tied to a wall near the 
river and allegedly swept away by 

a flood, with the empty containers 
found the following summer a mile 
downstream. Whilst there is some 
evidence that dace, contrary to 
most Irish literature, were already 
present in the Blackwater before 

this date, this does appear to be 
the first release of roach in Irish 
waters. The first one was noticed 
in the river some two years later 
(1891) although it took some 
decades (around 1940-50) for the 
species to become widespread 
upstream, presumably due to weirs 
blocking access. Incidentally, dace 
were common throughout the 
Blackwater by this time, even in the 
headwaters, adding further weight 
to the theory that they may have 
already been established prior to 
1889...
 In 1905 around a hundred 
roach were transferred by order of 
the Duke of Abercorn, seemingly 

from the River Blackwater, to the 
lakes of the Baronscourt Demesne, 
near Omagh, Co. Tyrone to provide 
a food supply for the resident pike. 
Exactly why or how this 250 mile-
transfer came about is uncertain. In 
any case, the stocked roach were 
not seen again and it is assumed 
that the winter floods of 1905/06 
washed at least some, via a small 
stream, into to the River Derg and 
the larger River Strule, a major 
tributary of the River Foyle – the 
importance of this will become 
apparent shortly.
 Given the nature of early 
20th century Ireland, including 
the general lack of coarse angling 

The first documented introduction of  roach 
in Ireland occurred in 1889 on Munster’s 
River Blackwater... although it took some 
decades (around 1940-50) for the species 
to become widespread upstream

Above: 
Baronscourt Estate and lake in 1910, not 
long after the roach introduction that would 
change Irish angling forever

Below:
The old rail station at Lismore, Co. Waterford 
where the country’s first roach would have 
arrived in 1889
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tourism, roach began to quietly 
spread through the Foyle system 
largely unchecked and unnoticed. 
Then, the inevitable happened 
as fish were transferred from the 
catchment to elsewhere. In 1931 a 
Captain Grosslen stocked roach into 
Galbally Lough, a rural landlocked 
lake near the Tyrone/Fermanagh 
border. These fish were sourced 
in the Drumragh River, a tributary 
of the Foyle, south of Omagh. 
Several more stockings took place 
in subsequent years and the roach 
became successfully established. 
Here they remained until dredging 
works opened up a drain which 
flowed into the Ballinamallard 
River, a tributary of lower Lough 
Erne. Roach were observed exiting 
Galbally at this time. Much of the 
scientific literature took this event 
to be 1960 even though it clearly 
states originally that it occurred in 
“the late 1960s”.
 By the mid-1950s, as Irish 
angling tourism progressed quickly, 
roach had become fully established 
throughout the Foyle system and 
were beginning to increasingly 

attract the attention of visiting UK 
anglers. In fact, the incomparable 
Bernard Venables, author of ‘Mr. 
Crabtree’ and co-founder of the 
Angling Times, stated in 1957 that 
the roach fishing on the Fairy Water, 
a Strule tributary near Omagh, was 
“the best in the British Isles!”. In the 
late 50s, a 4lb roach was reputedly 
landed from the Fairy Water. Oddly 
enough, 1957 also saw the first 
official recording in the scientific 
literature of roach in Co. Tyrone, 
despite the fact that the species had 
been established there for several 
decades.
 For some time, the 
distribution of roach was essentially 
limited to the Munster Blackwater 
and River Foyle catchments, 
respectively. However, their spread 
across Ireland from the early 1960s 
to 80s was rapid; truly an invasion. 
In 1963 renowned angler and 
author (and still the Irish record 
rudd holder) Hugh Gough noted 
the first roach in the River Erne at 
Belturbet, Cavan during a match 
there. By 1968, just five years later, 
they were the dominant species in 

catches. At the same time, the roach 
population also exploded in both 
lower and upper Lough Erne and 
follow-up scientific investigations 
by the then Inland Fisheries Trust 
(IFT; now Inland Fisheries Ireland) 
found roach across many different 
waters throughout the catchment 
in the late 60s/early 70s. Within 
a few short years the ecology of 
these waters had changed quite 
dramatically, with a decline in 
rudd stocks being one of the most 
obvious differences, particularly in 
Lough Erne where rudd had been 
very common.
 Not only did the Erne 
received roach via Galbally Lough 
in the late 60s as mentioned 
above but clearly anglers must 
have also assisted in the transfer 
of the species. Likewise, roach 
were very soon recorded in the 
Neagh catchment (River Bann, 
1971) and the River Shannon 
(Cloondara Harbour, 1973), with 
both introductions attributed to 
angler’s transfers for both livebaits 
and/or as a new target species. By 
1973 roach were also to be found 

Given the nature of  early 20th century 
Ireland, including the general lack of  
coarse angling tourism, roach began to 
quietly spread through the Foyle system 
largely unchecked and unnoticed

Right: 
A young Denis White, England international 
stalwart, with a huge bag of Northern 
Ireland roach in the early 1970s

Left:
The official (an undoubtedly 
underestimated) distribution of roach 
around 1970, showing the only three major 
population centres of the time, the Munster 
Blackwater, Erne and Foyle catchments
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First introduction
Roach accidentally released 
by English angler into the 
River Blackwater near Lismore, 
Waterford. Spread upriver was 
slow but steady

Stocked in Galbally Lough
Several stockings from 
Drumragh River established a 
population. Remained isolated 
until late 60s when drainage 
works allowed roach to escape 
in large numbers to a Lough 
Erne tributary (Ballinamallard)

Erne population explosion
Roach explosion in Lough 
Erne saw collapse of rudd 
stocks. First roach recorded in 
the Lough Neagh catchment 
(River Bann). Species rapidly 
spreading nationwide

Invasion continues
By mid-late 70s roach had 
spread to the Inny, Boyne, 
Liffey & Dee catchments 
as well as Lough Corrib. 
Now spreading throughout 
Shannon system & elsewhere

Nationwide distribution
Roach found in most major 
river systems across the 
country, with few exceptions. 
Widespread declines in rudd & 
to a lesser extent bream where 
roach now present

Stocked in Co. Tyrone
100 roach from  River 

Blackwater introduced to lakes 
at Baronscourt , Omagh, Co. 

Tyrone to feed pike.  Soon 
escaped to rivers Derg & Strule 

and spread throughout the 
River Foyle catchment

First noticed in Erne catchment
Renowned angler & author 
Hugh Gough noted the first 

roach in the River Erne at 
Belturbet, Co. Cavan. Within 

just 5 years they had become 
the dominant species here 

First record in the Shannon
First record in Shannon 

catchment at (Cloondara 
Harbour) . Had colonised  
Gowna system and much 

of Cavan & Leitrim. Spread 
increasing nationwide. Ban on 

using livebaits introduced to 
halt spread of roach

Angling booming, but...
World record match weights 

taken  due to population 
explosions in the Erne and 

Bann systems but  impacts to 
other species becoming clear 

as many waters become roach 
and roach x bream hybrid 

dominated

Roach, here to stay
Roach continue to spread but 

invasion has slowed. Many 
waters appear to have reached 

a new ecological balance

Roach invasion timeline 
in Irish waters
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For some time, the distribution of  roach 
was essentially limited to the Munster 
Blackwater and River Foyle catchments, 
respectively. However, their spread 
across Ireland from the early 1960s to 
80s was rapid; truly an invasion

in the headwaters above Lough 
Gowna and in the Finn, Woodford & 
Annalee rivers, with occurrences of 
IFT staff coming across visiting and 
Irish anglers with numbers of live 
roach for bait were becoming more 
and more common. The first roach 
in the Inny system, Co. Westmeath 
was recorded in 1974, a year after a 
party of visiting anglers were found 
with large numbers of roach in a 
keepnet at Finea. 
 Subsequently, the 
23rd May 1973 saw a bye-law 
introduced prohibiting the transfer 
of live roach from one water to 
another (Bye-Law no. 561, 1973, 
Transfer of Live Roach). However, 
by now it was too late and the 
nationwide invasion continued, 
largely assisted by anglers but also 
through natural means. By the 
mid-70s roach had been noted in 
Lough Corrib, becoming abundant 
within a decade. The late 70s 
saw roach recorded in the Liffey, 
Boyne and Dee catchments. As a 
direct counter-measure to try and 
prevent the further spread of roach 
across the country, livebaiting in 
freshwater was banned outright 
in 1977 (Use of Live Fish as Bait in 
Fresh Water Bye-law No. 592, 1977) 
and remains in place to this day. 
Clearly, these pieces of legislation 

were too late and largely ineffective. 
 In 1980, the same year as 
the establishment of the Central & 
Regional Fisheries Boards, roach 
were officially recorded in the River 
Suck and the Moycullen lakes, 
Galway although, as with all these 
cases in this article, roach were 
almost certainly in existence there 
for at least several years prior. 
Roach had also colonised the lower 
Shannon around this time and 
had begun to spread throughout 
the east Clare lakelands. In 1981, 
Paddy Fitzmaurice, long-serving 
Irish fisheries biologist, noted that 
“the only major river systems which 
appear to be free of roach so far are 
the Slaney, Barrow, Nore and Suir, 
Lee, Bandon and Moy systems.” In 
the following 25 years or so, all of 
these systems (and more), with the 
exception of the Bandon, have been 

colonised by roach, not to mention 
many more isolated watercourses 
across the country.
 In little over half a century, 
roach have become one of the most 
widespread and perhaps numerous 
freshwater fish in the country, with 
significant consequences, both 
positive and negative. In part 2 
of this article, we’ll take a look at 
exactly why roach are so invasive, 
how they spread so quickly and 
what impacts they have had on Irish 
waters and angling alike.

Bill Brazier

Left:
Paul Todd with a large roach from the  
Angling Times Winter League final held 
on the Munster Blackwater in Fermoy, 
1979 (image courtesy of NCFFI)
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The scoop

With the publication of the latest 
pike diet research from Inland 
Fisheries Ireland (IFI) most 

coarse anglers I’m sure felt a sense of 
elation, as it appears there are those 
that can see reason and the evidence 
of pike not being responsible for brown 
trout declines put before them has 
ceased to be ignored. On the other 
hand, there are still those who simply 
refuse to see reason and I hope in time 
the improved results on our wonderful 
trout fisheries will convince them the 
new strategy is the correct way to 
go. It was a long, and at times dirty, 
campaign. I wish that the conflict that 
still remains in certain quarters will be 
forgotten. Maybe too much to ask but I 
hope not.

Sense at last? Maybe not...

Just when I thought common sense 
had begun to prevail last week I 
received a visit from, shall I say, two 
very concerned gentlemen who are 
out and about on our rivers and lakes. 
They, shall I say, keep me up to speed 
as to what takes place behind the 
scenes, as it were. They informed me 
that early in late July up to six gill nets 
were dropped in Lough Scur, a large 
lake on the Shannon-Erne system in 
Co. Leitrim, and they had witnessed the 
outcome. They told me of the carnage 
before them with hundreds of dead 

and dying coarse fish in the nets. One 
made the point that he had in the past 
attended pollution events and what he 
saw was equal to most of them. The IFI 
staff who had placed the nets in Scur 
were asked as to why this had taken 
place and the reply was “we are doing 
a fish survey”. My informants remarked 
that it was more like fish slaughter 
whereby they were asked not to take 
photographs and to keep quiet about 
what they had seen.
 As you might imagine, 
given the reliability of my witnesses, 
I immediately fired off a letter of 
complaint to the IFI on behalf of the 
Irish Angling Alliance. I strongly argued 
that Lough Scur is a prime coarse fish 
venue and asked why anyone in their 
right mind would instigate dropping 
gill nets as pleasure and match weights 
are sure fire indications as to where 
stock levels are at. The story now 
gets worse… Reports started to filter 
through soon after that the nets of 
death had been placed in two other 
major coarse fisheries, one being Lough 
Rinn. The total absurdity of this one 
is that a two-day match was fished 
on Rinn shortly before the nets were 
dropped and the weights were massive 
with bream, hybrids, roach and tench 
all being caught in numbers. Surely 
there has to be  a better way of getting 
stock information without killing loads 
of fish? It’s simply not right. 

Are bream making a 
comeback?

Now for those of you who think I only 
write doom and gloom, I can honestly 
assure you all there is a lighter side 
to my nature! Yes, I have been known 
on occasions to pat good children on 
their angelic heads and help old ladies 
across the road. I do attend Hanlys 
Bar in Strokestown at least twice every 
week and on a good day have been 
known to purchase a round of drinks, 
providing there are no more than two 
in the congregation and halves are the 
order of the day. Anti-social, me? Never!
 I can also happily report that 
in many areas across the country, 
especially on my ‘home patch’ of 
Roscommon/Leitrim, there has been 
a distinct improvement in catches 
of certain species. Don’t all fall back 
in amazement! It is yet more proof 
that if left alone things fish stocks 
and waters start to recover. Since the 
start of the year I have done my own 
survey on the local bream population, 
which I am pleased to say is, in many 
places, improving. As most of us know 

there was a crash of the species in the 
1980s and 90s and, although covered 
up, in my opinion was caused by an 
unidentified disease. I guess with Irish 
angling tourism at its peak then, from a 
financial point of view, ignoring it was 
considered the best thing to do. I can 
now, however, tell you that this year 
both myself and friends have seen an 
increase in the bream population with 
lots of them being caught around 6oz 
and maybe pushing a pound. At the 
other end of the scale, there are still 
some big old fish which I think have 
grown on to almost specimen size 
(7-8lb). I landed a super fish earlier this 
year which was over 10lbs and have 
caught two over 8lbs. I guess with the 
advent of the roach population we will 
never get the shoals of bream back that 
we once had in this country (Why not? 

see pg 36 of this issue) but for sure we 
have had several good year classes in 
recent years and things do look good 
for the future.

Farewell, summer!

As I write I look out of my office window 
and watch the storm clouds gather. I 
guess the tail end of what has caused 
mayhem over the Atlantic is about 
to give us a bit of a battering (Storms 
Helene and Ali). Those balmy summer 
days are well and truly over and soon I 
guess we will be in winters grip. It’s not 
so bad though is it? I love my winter 
fishing and on those fine crisp days 
sport can be varied and hectic. The 
canals around here are full of fish and 
pole fishing is the order of the day. The 
upper Shannon above the polluted 

area fishes well on the stick float, 
which I have to tell you is my favourite 
method. Quality roach abound with 
perch and hybrids also providing lots 
of fun. I guess I should also tell you that 
I’m cheating a bit by flying off to Cuba 
in November for three weeks. My fishing 
gear has already gone and I’m really 
looking forward to it. It’s my second 
trip over there. I have a penchant for 
good rum, a bit of sun and a few really 
big fish. Heaven or what? I’ll tell you all 
about it on my return.

Catch you next time,

Geoff Cooper

IRELAND’S STRAIGHT-TALKING ANGLING COMMENTATOR
Geoff Cooper

...there are still those who simply refuse to see 
reason and I hope in time the improved results 
on our wonderful trout fisheries will convince 
them the new strategy is the correct way to go

It’s not all doom and gloom...

Are we finally seeing some sort of natural 
balance returning to our waters? Indications 
suggest yes, at least in some areas

I can also happily report that in many areas across the 
country, especially on my ‘home patch’ of Roscommon/
Leitrim, there has been a distinct improvement in 
catches of certain species, notably bream

Fish like this were far more 
common in Irish waters in 
years gone by - fact!
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On the l kout...
#otslookout

“ Nature does nothing in vain ” 
Immanuel Kant, Civilization and enlightenment (1784)

Scientific name:  Arenicola marina

One of the most common aquatic plants you will see, the common 
clubrush is often mistakenly referred to as a reeds but are more 
closely related to grasses. Club-rush (also known historically as 
bulrush) are typically found along rivers, growing over soft silt, 

but large beds are frequently found around 
the margins of lakes. Club-rush stems can be 
very tall, growing to 10ft is some cases (7-8ft 
submerged) and provide vital safe havens for a 
range of aquatic creatures as well as helping to 
stabilise river and lake banks. This rush dies back 
in autumn, becoming brittle and brown but many 
stems remain in place throughout the winter, 
especially underwater., before new growth begins 
in the spring. 

Red squirrel
Scientific name: Sciurus vulgaris

Lugworm

Scientific name: Accipiter nisus

Scientific name: Schoenoplectus lacustris

Sparrowhawk

Common club-rush

This time of year sees many fungi (mushrooms) 
become abundant across our landscape. Among the 
most striking, and most edible, are chanterelle or girolle 
mushrooms. Often bright butter yellow or golden in 
colour, these small 5-10cm tall fungi grow in a range 
of woodland habitats and often beside water. This is 
one of the tastiest wild species and are regularly seen 
on gourmet menus. They have a fragrant smell not too 
dissimilar to apricots and are not easily confused with 
other species apart from the false chanterelle which 
is not edible (please consult an ID guide online before 
consuming any wild mushrooms!). They can be found 
from June to October or November. 

Scientific name: Cantherellus cibarius

Chanterelles

Ireland’s only native squirrel species, with 
the invasive and increasing American grey 
an introduction from the early 1900s. Red 
squirrels are found in woodlands, ideally with 
tree species like beech, hazel and Scots pine 
which provide much of their food in the form 
of seeds and nuts. Although widespread across 
Ireland, reds spend much of their time foraging 
in the tree canopy and are quite shy so often 
go unnoticed. Lifespan may be 5-6 years with 
1-3 (sometimes more) ‘kits’ born each spring. 
Contrary to popular belief, red squirrels do not 
hibernate unlike most other small mammals 
but they do gather and store food by burying it 
in the ground and stashing it in tree hollows to 
see them through the colder months. 

A worm that practically every sea angler and inshore fish species will 
be familiar with. Much prized as bait, lugworm live in sand and muddy 

sand from the high water neap tidal level to the middle or lower 
shore, often in high numbers. Diet is marine detritus and 
so the species plays a key role in breaking down organic 

matter and recycling nutrients. Adults reach between 12-
20cm in length and vary in colour from pink to dark pink, red, green, 
dark brown or black. Lugworm dig a U or J-shaped burrow 20-40 cm 
deep with characteristic depressions at the head end (the ‘blow hole’) 
and a cast of defaecated sediment at the tail end. Anglers often call 
them ‘blow lug’ to differentiate them from the often much larger black 
lugworm (A. defodiens) which tends to live on more exposed shores.
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Some wildlife to keep an eye out for when fishing this September, October & November

Probably the mostly common bird of prey in Ireland 
but also one of our smallest. Sparrowhawks, as their 
name suggests, mainly feed on small birds and are 
often seen in gardens attracted to the songbirds many 
people feed. They are extremely agile, ambush hunters 
well suited to flying in confined spaces.. The species is 
traditionally a woodland bird but are becoming more 
common in urban areas. Given the lower amount of 
trees in the West of the country, numbers are often 
low here. As with all raptors, sparrowhawks have a 
specialised hooked beak designed for ripping flesh. 
Female sparrowhawks are about twice the weight of 
males, one of the largest differences between sexes in 
any bird of prey. Females are 30-40cm in height with a 
wingspan on 60-80cm.

http://www.facebook.com/offthescalemag
https://twitter.com/offthescale_mag
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NEW SERIES ON ENGLISH FISHING

DERMOT OGLE

Brackish barbel
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Since relocating from the Emerald Isle to the English midlands 
several years ago top predator angler and lure fishing fanatic 
Dermot Ogle has embraced several new species. In this new 
series, he showcases the best of his English fishing which just 
recently has included hunting big barbel in the surging tidal 
reaches of the mighty River Trent...

HO I S T I N G  U P  T H E , 
weigh sling with a grunt, 
I’m delighted to watch as my 

scales confidently spins round to 
read a new personal best of 14lbs on 
the nose.

 Elated, though somewhat 
surprised, I proudly present my prize 
for a few quick ‘grip & grin’ pictures. 
The man behind the camera is my 
friend and barbel mentor, bait fishing 
guru Craig Woolhouse. It’s about 5am 
and my screaming reel woke Craig 
in the next swim who kindly came 
down to do the honours and take a 
few pictures for me.  I’m surprised 
because this is just my fourth trip 
at targeting barbel and here I am 
holding a rather respectable ‘PB’ 
and for many, even seasoned barbel 
hunters, an enviably large fish

 Thus far, under Craig’s 
guidance, I’ve had a pretty amazing 
run of luck on my barbel journey. 
From the off we’ve enjoyed hectic 
sessions with many double-figured 
fish gracing our nets, but this is no 
fluke! Craig knows his stuff and has 
a very impressive list of personal 
bests of most species to bait fishing 
tactics; his methodical but practical 
approach to barbel fishing ranks 
him up there with some of the best 
in the country. Today, we’re back on 
the tidal section of the mighty river 
Trent in the English midlands near 
Nottingham. In barbel fishing terms 
the Trent really is a Mecca for English 
specimen barbel hunters. People 
drive for hours to fish this river and 
understandably so; the potential 
for giant hard fighting Barbus 
action is what draws 
people here and many 
get rewarded with a fish 
of a lifetime.

BRUTAL AND RAW
Don’t let that statement fool you 
into thinking this is easy going or 
a fish-a-chuck. It can be physically 

and mentally exhausting and for the 
ill-prepared or under-gunned, it’s 
emotionally draining with a lot of 
effort for little or no reward. This is 
raw fishing and if I’m honest that’s 
certainly part of the attraction for 
me, especially given my Irish roots 
where so much fishing is still very 
much wild. Manicured or even 
sometimes fishable swims are few 
and far between on many sections of 
the Trent, which is just how I prefer 
it. 

 Basic but very functional kit, 
uncomplicated rigs and a bit of grit is 
what’s needed to tackle the big barbel 
on this mighty river. I’ve always 
had this idea of barbel as being a 
powerful but graceful fish and you 
can read all kinds of articles about 
people targeting them on purpose 
built ‘Avon’-style rods with 1lb test 
curves for ‘rolling meat’ or fishing 
castor and maggot over hemp etc. 
Of course, they’re tried and tested 
methods and are indisputably perfect 
for smaller rivers in closer quarters, 

however, my experience of barbel on 
a large river like the Trent is of a far 
more brutal creature. Reels on fire, 
alarms ‘one-toning’, rods bouncing 
on the rests, lines, kit and angler 
tested to the max. Even driving down 
the agricultural tracks to the river’s 
edge will test your cars suspension 
and if ever anything was going to fall 
off your car it’s while heading to the 
Trent! Yes, brutal is the first word 
that comes to mind when I think of 
barbel. 

OVERNIGHTERS 
Invariably our Trent assaults are 
overnight affairs and of course that 
brings with it a mountain of extra kit 
which needs to be humped to your 
swim. The night-time sessions are 
for two reasons really. Firstly; barbel 
generally feed harder through the 
hours of darkness and, secondly, 
day-time (large) boat traffic can be 
relentless on certain sections of the 
river and if you’ve got lines cast out 
into the main channel or beyond 
then you run a very high risk of being 
wiped out by a passing pleasure craft. 

 Night fishing of course bring 

its own set of risks which might not 
be immediately obvious, even to 
someone who’s accustomed to fishing 
at night or ‘bivvying up’. Did you 
happen to spot the word tidal earlier 
in this article? There 
are non-tidal sections 
to the river, obviously, 
and in my opinion the 
barbel potential is no 
lesser in these areas but 
it’s certainly something 
to be very aware of 
if you’re planning on 
having a go for barbel 
on the Trent’s tidal 
stretches. It’s nothing to 
get too worried about 
but a bit of common 
sense will keep you 
out of trouble. It’s 
important to make note 
of obvious fluctuating 
water levels and 
where river-bed sand 
and natural bankside 
growth converge. In 
certain parts the river 
can rise relatively 
quickly and without 
warning so just make 

sure you’re pitched well above the 
sand-line. The Trent can be a real 
beast of a river and during flood and 
or high tides can hold an incredible 
volume of water, evident by the sheer 
banks, cut away by the coursing flood 
and tidal currents over the years.  
Pitching your bivvy/shelter up on the 
higher bank might seem excessive 
and, trust me, hiking up and down 
the banks to re-bait, re-cast or play 
fish will take its physical toll on your 
body over the course of a nights 
fishing, but it’s better to be safe than 
sorry - you don’t want to be woken 
up by ice cold river water rising up 
under your bed-chair!

CRUDE BUT EFFECTIVE
Under Craig’s guidance and using his 
many years of experience of fishing 
this great river I’ve managed to 
survive thus far. He really is a wealth 
of knowledge though and can be 
quite fastidious and particular about 
his baits and rigs. While many barbel 

Reels on fire, alarms ‘one-toning’, rods bouncing on the 
rests, lines, kit and angler tested to the max... Yes, brutal 
is the first word that comes to mind when I think of barbel

NEW SERIES ON ENGLISH FISHING

1. Machete time! Making a new 
swim on the tidal reaches. Much 
like the Irish fishing I grew up 
with, the tidal Trent is still very 
much wild. Long may it stay that 
way...

2. A recent double figure fish 
which came at dawn

3. Overnight stays make fishing 
the Trent easier and more 
effective. Barbel generally feed 
harder during darkness and the 
heavy boat traffic ceases.1

2

3
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4. An early morning release shot 
from this summer. Carefully 
returning a PB fish at the 
time of 14lb+. Much like pike, 
barbel are very delicate despite 
appearances and their fighting 
abilities, so please be patient 
and take your time to revive 
them

There is, in my opinion, a pretty straight forward S.O.P. 
for barbel; play them hard, handle them carefully and 
quickly and give them plenty of time to recover

4
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anglers stick with traditional baits 
and techniques, Craig has to some 
extent settled on a somewhat cruder 
approach to targeting the Trent 
whiskers. 

 I suppose the first two main 
things to consider are the average 
size of the barbel and the size and 
pace of the river itself. With a very 
high probability that your next fish 
will be a substantial specimen into 
double figures (ten pounds plus), and 
with 4oz or 5oz gripper leads often 
struggling to hold bottom on this 
river, we opt for more substantial 
rods and lines than perhaps the 
more traditionalist barbel anglers 
might use. Standard carp grade rods 
of around 2.5lb test curve, quality 
monofilament main lines of around 
twelve pound test (or slightly heavier), 

robust and quality terminal tackle 
and hook-baits of at least 18mm in 
diameter to deter ‘nuisance fish’ 
(normally either a fish based boilie 
or large pellet). Interestingly, Craig 
champions a rather unique system 
of attaching hookbaits to a hair rig, 
involving a made-to-measure lasso 
which acts very much like a noose 
that tightens down on your pellet 
or boilie. This has turned out to be 
a god-send in the dead of night; no 
more fiddling around with bait drills, 
baiting needles or bait stops and you 
can be pretty certain that your bait 
has stayed on during the cast or that 
the hours of water pressure from a 
pacing river hasn’t eroded your bait 
down and washed it off the hair.  

 The rigs themselves are 
very simple and reliable, with a 
standard running rig working very 
well in these sometimes-extreme 
conditions. Another factor to 
consider is water pressure or debris 
dragging your baits out of position. 
This can be minimised to some 
extent by keeping your rods high 
and keeping as much line out of the 
surface drag as possible. With regards 
to playing, landing, handling and 
returning there is, in my opinion, 
a pretty straight forward S.O.P. for 
barbel; play them hard, handle them 
carefully and quickly and give them 
plenty of time to recover. Releasing 
an exhausted fish back out into the 
raging current can be the kiss of 
death for the barbel - literally – so 
hold it upright in the margins and let 
it get its strength back.  

 For those who don’t know 
my background, I have to admit at 
this point that I’m not a natural bait 

angler. I’m a fidgety sort and find 
it difficult to just sit there and do 
the ‘bait & wait’ thing. I generally 
find that lure or fly fishing holds 
more appeal for me, a style of 
fishing where I’m constantly doing 
something is more my cup of tea. 
However, barbel fishing is a major 
exception to that rule. I find fishing 
for these whiskered rockets about 
as exciting as it gets. One second 
you’re just about to take a bite out of 
your sandwich and the next second 
your reel is on fire and your snack is 
airborne. Their power is immense 

and at times almost unbelievable, 
and for all their brutality and raw 
power they’re one seriously good-
looking fish - I’m totally hooked! 

 Barbel as a species are fairly 
widespread throughout England and 
can be found in most major rivers 
systems, with several Welsh and 
Southern Scottish rivers holding the 
species as well. They are absent from 
Irish rivers. As for gaining access 
to rivers that contain barbel (or any 
other species for that matter) there’s 
plenty of online information not to 
mention various Facebook pages 
dedicated to English barbel fishing. 
There are plenty of day ticket access 

stretches along the river Trent but 
for your best opportunity to fish for 
barbel at night it might be best to 
join one of the many clubs based 
along the system who in-turn could 
advise on access and provide ‘where 
to fish’ guides.  Also remember, to 
fish in England a fishing licence must 
be bought in advance and these can 
easily be purchased on-line or at a 
UK post office. I honestly couldn’t 
recommend barbel fishing enough!

Dermot Ogle

5

5. Crude but effective. Heavy 
coated braid hooklinks and big 
baits are the order of the day on 
the tidal Trent. A tip from my pal 
Craig Woolhouse is to attach the 
bait via a sliding hair loop. No 
baiting needles needed and it’s 
much quicker in darkness.

6. A hard-fighting barbel about 
to come to the net in the middle 
of a summer’s night. The extra 
effort to bivvy up is well worth it 
in my view.

7. My barbel partner in crime, 
Craig Woolhouse and I with two 
fine examples of why we fish the 
Trent. Craig has taught me a lot 
about barbel fishing and I owe 
him a great deal.

8. A superb, pale-coloured 
double in the gorgeous evening  
light

6

8

I find fishing for these whiskered rockets about as 
exciting as it gets. One second you’re just about to 
take a bite out of your sandwich and the next second 
your reel is on fire and your snack is airborne!

7

NEXT TIME As water 
temperatures cool, I’ll be 
after something with teeth!
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P A T R I C K  P H I P P S

“EXPECT THE UNEXPECTED”
WE ASK OURSELVES THIS QUESTION EVERY TIME WE BLANK,  BUT YET WE STILL HAVE THE MOTIVATION TO 
CONTINUE.  IS  IT  THE HUNTER GATHERER INSTINCT IN OUR DNA, THE INNATE SENSE TO WIN THE FIGHT,  THE 
EXPECTATION OF THE UNKNOWN, THE JOY OF BEING THERE AND PITCHING YOURSELF AGAINST NATURE, 
AN ESCAPE FROM YOUR TROUBLES AND OUR FAST-TRACK ENVIRONMENT OR JUST A SENSE OF GETTING 

AWAY FROM IT ALL? THE ANSWER IS ALL OF THE ABOVE. 

Indeed, when we have a good day on the beach, in 
the boat, on the river or at the lake the joy displaces 
negativity, infuses the spirit and creates the expectation 
for the next trip. Those who have been bitten by the bug 

will understand the reasons why but for non-anglers ‘why’ is 
somewhat difficult to take in. It is difficult to put into words 
but hopefully this article will convey the expectation that 
all anglers feel when taking up the rod and explain to all to 
believe in the mantra ‘expect the unexpected’.           

 The three of us pulled into the Engen garage car park 
on the N2 just outside the Cape Town suburb of Somerset 
West in South Africa right on time - 7am - to meet with Greg 
and Robbie from Extreme Africa Angling Safaris. A quick 
transfer to their 4x4 saw us speeding towards the venue, 
the beaches of False Bay close to the infamous Khayelitsha 
shanty town where maybe a million souls try to eke out an 
existence. This is not the place you want to fish without 
experienced hands on board. The journey from the pick-up 
point took about twenty minutes and to get the adrenalin 
pumping (us being rookies to this beach sharking game) we 
were being fed stories of bronze whalers (copper) to 150kgs, 
cow (broadnose sevengill), smooth-hounds (not the same as 
Ireland/UK), spotted gully, ragged-tooth (sand tiger / nurse), 
dusky, blackfin, Zambezi and hammerhead sharks, and 
yeah even a great white thrown in for good measure – ‘in 
your dreams’, I whispered to myself! In addition to all of 
these sharks the venue also offers a variety of edible species.

 The first sight of the sea certainly wetted our 
appetite and had Greg and Robbie eager to get lines in 

– plenty of colour in the water, manageable surf and 
moderate wind from the south west with the sun beginning 
to burn off the early morning fog. In many ways the venue 
resembled the Wexford beaches with the best fishing to be 
had where channels split the sand bars. Within ten minutes 
we were unpacking the gear and preparing the end tackle 
and baits. It soon became clear that even if no shark came 
to the party our arms were going to be mighty painful by the 
day’s end. Take it from me, everything is big in South Africa 
and fishing gear when sharking is no exception!

 Rods were made ready for action and the system to 
be used is strange to Irish ways - a slider bait rig is deployed 
after the 8oz grips are firmly anchored at about 220 meters 
out. This distance is only attainable after wading as far as 
you can but in water temperature of 18°C this isn’t really 
a problem. The reels are loaded with about 400 meters of 
Berkley whiplash braid backing and 300m of 45lb main line. 
The leader is 7 metres of 130lb (1.3mm) strength nylon. 
Apparently, some sharks here have been known to strip off 
600 metres no problem! The baits with most success include 
bonito, mullet and squid and any smaller fish taken are 
sometimes used as swimmers (livebaits) or cut to size for 
the double 10/0 chemically sharpened Daittchi hooks on 
the 200lb 1m carbon-coated steel trace. With such heavy 
gear and large bait size the advantage of the slider is added 
distance and the fact that the bait is not torn off or damaged 
on the cast. With three clients to manage, the two lads had 
plenty of work – setting up four rods, one of which was set 
as a “throw bait” (double hook wire trace with normally a 
squid tube stuffed with sardine or mullet and well-bound). 

With four rods in the water we were given specific 
instruction as to what to do in the event of a run. Although 
we each nominated a rod, with the fourth operating on a 
first come, first served basis, in practice whoever is nearest 
to a rod when the run happens, jumps! Heavy duty steel 
tubes as rod holders are buried in the sand. No tripods here 
as these would be like a launch pad if a 100kg bronze whaler 
got hold of you. And so, the stage was set and Dave, Mathew 
and I waited in anticipation. For the hell of it we placed a 
waiver of 100 Rand each on the heaviest fish.

Within twenty minutes and in the corner of my eye I saw 
one rod twitch and then keel over and line began to peel off 
the reel. Past match experience taught me to react quickly 
and as I got to the rod the line began to slacken. A manic 
retrieve ensued until contact was made and I tried to set the 
hooks. The combination of heavy tackle and the power at 
the other end made me pray this fish would not run for the 
Cape. It made a number of short runs until I felt comfortable 
enough to tighten the drag up. As it came to the shallows it 

spooked and made several more runs. After a further ten 
minutes it tired and soon the fish was visible, not a bronze 
whaler but what the locals call a smooth hound; certainly 
not the Wexford type, this measured 1.68 meters and with 
a quick phone call confirmed to be around 23.5kgs. Within 
five minutes of landing, the fish was measured, tagged, had 
its photo taken and released to fight another day. A smooth 
operation…
   
 The rod was re-baited and Robbie took to the surf 
to anchor the main line in the channel and set the slider. As 
I was about to put the rod in the steel holder I felt it yank 
forward and immediately line began to peel. After the hook 
was set there was no violence and this fish felt somewhat 
smaller. Ten minutes later saw my first ever bronze whaler 
on the beach, a baby of about 10kgs. A quick release and 
return saw the fish head for sea a bit shaken but not stirred. 

 It was now 9.30am. An hour passed by and 
incredibly some bathers took to the shallows close by, 
oblivious to the potential threat in these waters. We decided 
to give it another hour and then head further up the beach 
towards Muizinburg (Afrikaans for mice mountain). By now 
my two mates were itching to have a go and save their 100 
Rand wager. Dave was next to ‘feel the power’ as his rod 
gave the familiar lurch. Again, the fish was not a record but 
nevertheless a first shark from the beach for Dave, another 
bronzy.

 With only small fish coming to the bait we moved 
in search of the mother shark. A quick recci’ of other marks 
and a check with another angler saw us tackle up very 
close to a beach park for the Kayelisha locals. By now it was 
approaching low water and the inner channels should soon 
start to flood. Again, bathers were taking to the surf close 

“ WHEN WE HAVE A GOOD DAY 
ON THE BEACH, IN THE BOAT, 
ON THE RIVER OR AT THE LAKE 
THE JOY DISPLACES NEGATIVITY, 
INFUSES THE SPIRIT AND 
CREATES THE EXPECTATION 
FOR THE NEXT TRIP. . .”

Why do you fish?
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Why do you fish?

by. It wasn’t long before Mathew had his first bite of the 
cherry but one more the size of the fish belied the power of 
the initial bite. Another bronzy to mark up. Soon after there 
followed another three modest-sized bronze whalers and a 
sand shark to me. The latter was tail hooked (somehow) and 
fought like a fish twice its size. It was taken on the throw 
bait.

 By this stage the Extreme Africa lads were 
somewhat puzzled as to why we were getting amongst so 
many small fish. Perhaps it called for a change of tactics? 
The sand shark was sacrificed and rods re-baited, including 
one with the full tail from a bonito. With fresh bait on and 
the gullies beginning to flood, we waited. Dave’s rod was the 
first into action. His took off to the left and simultaneously 
a second rod began to lurch forward as Dave’s fish picked 
up this other line. As he fought his fish, and with all of us 
focused on the action, Greg and myself glanced to check 
my rod furthest left. This too took a sudden bend and we 
both sprinted the twenty meters to make rod contact. With 
two other rods engaged, Greg held my rod in anticipation 
and made the first contact. With a slack line bite and a 
manic retrieve contact was re-established. With this second 
pressure applied I watched the rod arch and we both looked 

in the direction of the main line. Suddenly at about two 
hundred meters the water erupted. Clearly something BIG 
had taken the bait and was headed fast to the right. Both 
Greg and I uttered a number of superlatives and we agreed 
this was not another bronzy, especially as the fish even at 
this distance had clear dark colouration in the foaming 
water. This fish was moving fast and in the initial run peeled 
off about 60 meters. Luckily Dave and Robbie had the other 
take under control and heading towards the beach. Greg 
carefully handed the rod to Mathew as the fish continued its 
right, crosswise run. Ten minutes later Mathew tired under 
the pressure and handed the rod to me.

Rod harness tightened to my waist, I slipped the butt into 
place and just held on. Line continued to peel with half 
the drag pressure applied. I immediately realized this was 
going to be a mega battle. The fish turned and started to 
run left as I struggled to keep the same pressure on and 
remained mindful not to give slack line. At this stage the 
fish was still at two hundred meters plus. Robbie climbed 
the bank behind to see if he could catch sight of what we 
were fighting. A few minutes later Robbie screamed “I see it, 
I see it! Oh my God it’s a F******G WHITE!”. We looked to sea 
and the shark was visible in the outermost wave cruising its 
lateral course with dorsal and tail fins breaking the surface. 

After what seemed like an hour (probably only quarter of 
that) I called to Dave to take over. The three of us took it in 
turn before any line could be gained with this feared fish. 
Slowly, very slowly, the fish was heading our direction. This 
said, everybody was mindful of the power that could be 
unleashed, especially if we tried to take it too soon. About 
fifty minutes elapsed before any serious headway was made. 
Now the danger was what reaction this great white would 
make when it reached the nearest sand bar. The Extreme 
Africa duo prepared themselves to enter un-chartered 
and dangerous waters and quickly made a plan on how 
to beach the beast. As expected, as soon as the fish hit the 
last sandbar it made one last effort to free itself and rolled 
up the leader as the lads waded out to greet it. Still thirty 
meters from shore, Greg and Robbie positioned themselves. 
Working slowly and praying the leader would hold, the fish 
was manoeuvred towards them. It was coming sideways but 
and as Robbie grabbed the leader the shark unravelled and 
came straight at him, jaws gaping. Needless to say Robbie 
had one of those soiling moments! Greg somehow managed 

to grab hold of the tail and Robbie held the leader. Then 
they signalled thumbs up, the OK for the last of the main 
line to be reeled in. As they approached the shore the full 
body of the shark came into view. OH MY GOD! Now with 
water barely covering its back, Dave, Mathew and I ran to 
see what we had collectively fought and landed.

We approached with caution but to my surprise the great 
white was surprisingly well behaved, even placid! However, 
despite its ordeal those trademark steely eyes peered at us 
constantly. Perhaps it knew it was in friendly hands and 
once the formalities were over would be on its merry way 
to fight another day, but against who?! Anxious to have 
her back in her own environment without further stress a 
quick measurement was taken (pre-cordal notch to snout), 
tag prepared and the photos taken. Then she was nursed 
seaward and within a minute or so the truly great fish 
gulped water, flicked her tail and started to move in that 
familiar menacing motion out to sea.

 Our GREAT white was taken using a 14.5ft Blue 
Marlin 7+1 rod paired with a Daiwa Saltiga 50 and the bait 
was the head of a bonito. Examination of the leader revealed 
how near we came to losing this battle. It had several deep 
cuts (probably from when she rolled) and the wire trace 
ended up resembling a spring-loaded coil. So, as I finish this 
article back in Dublin I wonder how I will ever go back to 
flounder bashing! But then, always expect the unexpected... 

This article has been penned in fond memory of my good 
friend Dave (2nd left in the group photo) who passed away 
recently. 

Patrick Phipps

“ ROD HARNESS TIGHTENED TO 
MY WAIST,  I  SLIPPED THE BUTT 
INTO PLACE AND JUST HELD 
ON. L INE CONTINUED TO PEEL 
WITH HALF THE DRAG PRESSURE 
APPLIED.  I  IMMEDIATELY 
REALIZED THIS WAS GOING TO 
BE A MEGA BATTLE. . .”

“  ROBBIE CLIMBED THE BANK 
BEHIND TO SEE IF  HE COULD 
CATCH SIGHT OF WHAT WE WERE 
FIGHTING. A FEW MINUTES LATER 
ROBBIE SCREAMED “ I  S E E  I T,  I  S E E  I T ! 
O H  M Y  GO D  I T’ S  A  F * * * * * G  W H I T E ! ”

Monster SA smooth hound of 23kg+!

A true team effort was needed 
to land & return the great white
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The brain child of England U21 International Callum Graham. The Tronixpro 
Cobra Light is a British take on continental beach ledgering rods. Designed 
to provide all the benefits of accentuated bite detection and delicate bait 
delivery when fishing at range - whilst  standing up to the rigours of fishing 
around the UK and Ireland. Constructed of 40t  Japanese Carbon and fitted 
with FUJI Alconite KWAG Guides and a FUJI DPSSD P Reel Seat.

TRONIXPRO COBRA LIGHT - LENGTH: 4.2M - CASTING: 50-150g - 
RRP £259.99

#TRONIXPRO#VIRTUOSO

https://www.tronixfishing.com/?utm_source=offthesacle&utm_campaign=cobralight&utm_medium=advert
https://www.tronixfishing.com/?utm_source=offthesacle&utm_campaign=yourcatches&utm_medium=advert
https://www.facebook.com/tronixpro
https://www.instagram.com/tronixpro1
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCt5reW84aK-9fsVpzqUTQEw
http://www.anglers-nlrs.co.uk
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An interview with Roman Sysak
PHOTOGRAPHY BY ROMAN SYSAK & FRIENDS

Angling is such a diverse and varied pursuit, meaning 
different things to everyone. This personal aspect is 
perhaps the greatest thing about it. Some fishers are 
perfectly happy to spend their lives wandering the 
same stretches of their local river, others have their 
favourite areas or counties where there are more than 
enough fishing opportunities to give them their fishing 
fix. Much like in everyday life, though, some are struck 
with wanderlust more than others; Roman Sysak is 
one such angler, having increasingly focused both his 
time and income into travelling to far-flung places in 
search of that next angling odyssey, that joie de vivre. 
 Although based in the Irish midlands, his fishing 
dreams are not necessarily of that out-sized trout in a 
nearby stream or a prowling pike in some large, wild 
lough but of billfish and giant trevally in what many 
would consider unattainable and unfeasible tropical 
paradises – truly, only, the stuff of dreams? Not so. 
Roman has recently set up a not-for-profit angling travel 
company, called Tropical Anglers, to give passionate 
anglers like himself the chance to quench their thirst 
for adventure without the usual travel agency fees...
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BBefore we get into why you have set up this new service, 
Roman, can you give us some background to your own 
angling life? Where did it all start for you and what do 
you mostly fish for nowadays?

It all started when I was 6 or 7. My parents live in a 
region where there are few rivers or lakes so my friends 
and I were always trying to sneak out to spend a few 
hours near the water. Of course, we couldn’t afford any 
special gear, all we had was a few sticks from birch 
trees, a piece of fishing line tied to the end, hooks that 
we bought selling glass bottles which we would gather 
up from nearby rubbish bins. Another advantage of 
getting bottles from bins was that there were usually 
white maggots which we could use as bait! Sometimes 
we went digging for earthworms, especially if we 
wanted to catch great size perch. So, that was the 
start of it all. As life moved on there was less time for 
fishing due to school duties and other activities so my 
fishing changed. It became more active as I didn’t like 
spending loads of time watching a bobber (float), so 
invested my pocket money in a spinning rod and asked 
my Dad to lend me some money for a reel (which I had 
to repay every penny of!). Then I started fishing for 
pike and perch using spinnerbaits, spoons, crankbaits. 
Today I try to mostly fish for predators, any kind in 
fresh or saltwater but mostly saltwater where I just feel 
great, right at home. Giant Trevally (‘GT’) fishing is very 
addictive - once you try it, you can’t stop! It’s hard to 
explain to a person who never even hooked one but 
once that happens you are already on the other side, 
there is no going back!

Can you tell us where the idea for Tropical Anglers came 
from and why you have chosen to do it? How long have 
you been planning this?

Hmm… the exact idea for Tropical Anglers came up 
not so long time ago, around a year ago when I was 
preparing for trip to Seychelles, but the whole notion 
of the website I had in my head for the past 5-6 years. 
Preparing for that Seychelles trip I was Googling 
about the best possible ways to fish, the best prices, 
accommodation etc. but of course you never know 
till you actually get there and fish. The main reason 
I shopped around so much was because of limited 
funds. It can be very expensive going on your own but 
I figured if you had 4-5 people that love fishing as I 
do then it could be reduced dramatically. I looked on 
some forums and Facebook groups to find people that 
wanted to go fishing but didn’t want to spend loads of 
money and found them! Of course, there are a few spots 
on our globe that are expensive to fish but that is only 
due to the pristine and well preserved fishing there. So, 
the whole purpose of Tropical Anglers is to join up with 
anglers from around the world to share experiences 
and memories while at the same time trying to cut out 
the middle man (travel agency) to save costs. 

How does Tropical Anglers differ from other holiday 
providers?

Well, first of all we are not holiday providers and 
we are not a travel agency! You can find trips on the 
internet to all these great locations but after a closer 
look the prices are still usually very high. There are 
companies in the UK and Europe that offer these 
destinations but at what price? As an example, one 
company from Europe (I won’t mention their name, 
but they are well known in the angling world) offers 
trips to the Maldives, starting from €2810 per person for 
5 days fishing with accommodation, but no meals! We 
are able to offer a trip to the Maldives for 7 days, with 
accommodation and 5 full days of fishing, with full 
meals (breakfast, lunch and dinner), snacks and soft 
drinks, snorkelling and the use of very good spinning 
and jigging equipment for no extra fee for €1850 per 
angler. This is based on a party of 4 anglers. If there is 
5 then the price drops even lower. So, you do the math 
and see how much the travel agents gets! 
 We are not here to make profit; we are here to 
advise and to help to organize these trips. I have been 
there myself trying to find people to share the costs of 
this passion and that is why I want others to be able to 

share in the experiences I have been lucky to have had 
over the years. All of our prices come straight from the 
owners of the businesses in these countries. If there 
is a charter boat or accommodation involved then 
sometimes we get even cheaper prices than they have 
listed on their websites. Once again, we try to cut the 
middle man out from the client-provider situation.

There are so many amazing locations around the globe 
and you are already offering trips to some of these. How 
did you pick these places to begin with? Was it based 
on previous trips or just the angling potential of each 
location?

Mainly yes, based on previous experiences but you 
also have to take into consideration what you want to 
recommend to your fellow anglers and what they would 
like to do. Sometimes some people prefer to do mostly 
trolling, having a few relaxing beers etc. I personally 
find this style of fishing a bit boring but it’s OK to have 
maybe one day of trolling after 2-3 days of hard work 
popping and jigging. Other anglers would prefer to have 
10hrs of active popping or jigging, all day long, so it all 
depends what type of fishing people would like to go 
for before we and they choose the destination. Through 

“So, the whole purpose 
of Tropical Anglers is to 

join up with anglers from 
around the world to share 
experiences and memories 

while at the same time trying 
to cut out the middle man 

(travel agency) to save costs” 

TOP LEFT
A giant trevally from the 
Maldives in 2013. Once 
you’ve felt the power of a 
GT, there’s no going back!

LEFT
A modest sized green 
jobfish from the 
Seychelles - a great 
tasting and fighting fish

ABOVE
Dream locations like this 
are not as expensive as 
you might think, not if 
you plan....
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past trips I have met so many wonderful people, and 
not just anglers either, who I always try and stay in 
touch with. The local characters, their stories, their 
outlook on things, their way of living, their culture; if 
you’re anything like me, it is all fascinating and usually 
very humbling. There is so much more to fishing than 
just the fish and it’s all out there for others to discover. 
If I can help them do that then I’ll be happy. Often the 
locals in these countries live very different lives to you 
and me. When returning to some previous destination 
I like to bring presents like books and toys for some of 
the children in the local villages and seeing their faces 
makes the trip worthwhile even if the fishing is poor. 

How many anglers do you hope to go on each trip with 
and how often will the trips be running?

The number of anglers normally would be 4 people. 
From the providers point of view, it would have to be 
this many so they cover their own running expenses 
and earn some money some as well, of course. From 
the angler’s point of view, a party of 4+ makes it not 
“cheap” but reasonable and affordable. Sometimes we 
might have an offer to a destination that will require, 
for example, 8 anglers, sometimes 6, sometimes 3. It 
all varies. The best way is to just to drop us an email 
with what you are looking for and what dates you 
have available. If you don’t have any other friends 
who can join you for whatever reason then maybe our 
providers can have somebody in a similar position who 
would like to join forces for a more affordable fishing 
expedition. How often we run the trips all depends on 
our providers and on what dates they have free.

There’s probably not a single person reading this who 
doesn’t dream of going on a fishing adventure to some 
tropical paradise! Sadly, for many, the ability to go often 
comes down to money. How affordable will these trips 
be?

Yes, that’s right, as always it all comes down to money 
but it all really depends on your priorities. Let me put 
it this way, if you go to the pub every weekend and 
spend €50-100 – as lots of people do - then means you’re 
spending €2600-5200 a year in the pub. You could have 
easily two amazing fishing trips out of that to some 
foreign country! As I said, everybody has different 
priorities and it depends what you really want to spend 
your money on. It doesn’t have to be just a fishing 

“The local characters, their 
stories, their outlook on things, 
their way of living, their culture; 

if you’re anything like me, it 
is all fascinating usually very 
humbling. There is so much 
more to fishing than just the 
fish and it’s all out there for 

others to discover. If I can help 
them do that then I’ll be happy”

LEFT & ABOVE
The local people give me 
just as many memories 
as the fish themselves
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“We are not here to make profit; we are 
here to advise and to help to organize these 
trips. I have been there myself trying to find 

people to share the costs of this passion 
and that is why I want others to be able to 
share in the experiences I have been lucky 

to have had over the years”
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“So, altogether it cost 
me €2360 for a three-
week holiday in one 
the most amazing 

places on the planet!”

3

1
2

4
5 6

7

RIGHT
A magnificent sailfish 
from my last trip to the 
Seychelles, caught on a 
surface popper!

Our current 
destinations

EGYPT

GT, groupers, 
barracuda, wahoo, 
red snapper

1 SEYCHELLES

GT, sailfish, tuna, 
marlin, bonefish, 
milkfish, triggerfish 

2 MADAGASCAR

Sailfish, tuna, 
groupers, all kind of 
jacks, amberjacks, 
marlin

3

LACCADIVES

GT, tuna, sharks, 
napoleon wrasse

4 MALDIVES

GT, tuna, snappers, 
barracudas, 
sailfish,wahoo, 
marlin

5 ANDAMAN ISLANDS

GT, sailfish, tuna 
(all species)

6 BALI (INDONESIA)

GT, sailfish, marlin, 
tuna, amberjacks

7

trip, you can also treat it as a ‘normal’ holiday, too. 
Let me give you the break-down of my last trip to the 
Seychelles. Now, lots of people might think “OMG, it 
must have cost a fortune!” but it actually didn’t. With 
good planning and preparation you can pull off great 
holidays for a lot less than you might think. Altogether 
it cost me €2360 for a three-week holiday in one the 
most amazing places on the planet! Some people might 
say this is a lot of money, some will say it’s cheap. Once 
again, it depends on your priorities and situation. 
       >>

20 days in the Seychelles, for 
accommodation and half 
board (dinner & breakfast) 
was €1100 for 2 people

Return flights from Dublin 
to the Seychelles

Total cost

5 full days of mixed fishing was 
€4600 for me and two of my 
friends who tagged along after 
seeing my previous trips

€550 p.p

€1150 p.p.

€660 p.p

€2360 p.p

Typical cost   
      breakdown
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Will these trips be all-inclusive or will customers have 
the choice of packages (e.g. guided fishing but organise 
their own accommodation etc.).

As mentioned above this all depends on what you 
want. We have been there before, we have the contacts. 
It could be just guided fishing trips or you might just 
need help finding the right accommodation. We can 
always ask the providers of the offers about your needs. 
Our Maldives offer, for example, is all-inclusive, which 
is handy as you don’t have to worry about anything!

And finally, Roman… You are offering trips to several 
locations such as the Maldives, Andaman Islands, 
Egypt and Madagascar, among others. Of all the places 
you have fished, where is your personal favourite 
fishing destination and why?

One of my favourites has to be the Maldives, not only 
from the fishing point of view but also the scenery. You 
can’t compare it with anything else, and the people 
there are just fantastic. One other spot that I would 
love to go is Oman. I haven’t been there but have had 
to skip the possibility of joining a few other anglers this 
October due to birth of my two twin boys - obviously 
that changed my priorities for this year! But my trip to 
the Andaman Islands in February 2019 looks promising 
and I’m hoping for really great expedition. Maybe that 
will become my new favourite place!

We wish you all the luck in the world with this new 
venture, Roman. Don’t forget to send us a postcard or 
two! 

ABOVE INSET
Making new friends in 
the Seychelles

ABOVE
Where everything is new 
to you, there is never a 
boring moment

BELOW LEFT
Our trips don’t have to 
be all about the fishing, 
remember!

BELOW CENTRE
Adventure is out there, 
just waiting for you...

BELOW RIGHT
No, it’s not all about the 
fishing but incredible 
sport is available if you 
want it!

For more information please visit 
www.tropicalanglers.com or see the 
Tropical Anglers Facebook page
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Now proudly offering the largest range of Westin 
products in Ireland & the country’s only stockist 
of Ra’is bass lures

Unit D, Southgate, Cork St., Dublin 8 www.southsideangling.ie
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How
to

12-15LB MONO MAINLINE
Take no risks with your tackle when fishing for big barbel 
in any situation, least of all on a tidal river like the Trent. 
Look at 12lb mainline as a minimum,  coupled with a 
2.5lb test curve rod and a free-spool reel.

BIG RIVERS, BIG LEADS
In slower flows you can get away with feeders but I prefer 
to use a plain lead most of the time for my big river 
barbel fishing. I often use 4-5oz ‘gripper’ style ones to 
enable me to hold bottom. Even then, sometimes it’s not 
enough and I’ll have to swap for 6oz versions! The bait 
needs to stay in position so use whatever is necessary. I’ll 
often add a large-bore run ring to the lead.

BUFFER BEAD
As simple buffer bead is needed to protect the 
connecting knot from the pounding of a big lead.

18” COATED BRAID HOOKLINK
I use a standard coated braid in 12-15lb for my hooklinks 
- there are many such products these days. Not only 
is this type of material tough as old boots but it also 
prevents tangles and improves presentation. I fish it 
straight through, only stripping back the coating on the 
hair, again to improve presentation. For me a length of 
about 18” seems to be about right.

FISH CARE!
Barbel might fight like crazy but they are actually 
quite delicate and you can’t just release them straight 
away like you can with carp etc. They really give 100% 
during the fight and will often need a few minutes of 
you supporting them in the margins (hands or net) 
before they regain enough energy to swim off.

DRENNAN BARBEL HOOKS
I never really feel the need to use anything other than 
this pattern for 99% of my ledgering. They’re strong, 
sharp, reliable and tested. Size 7 is my favourite and goes 
well with the bigger baits I use. As you can see the rig is 
simplicity itself, just a standard knotless-knot.

BIG RIVERS, BIG BAITS
I don’t mess around with small baits due to the presence 
of smaller chub, bream, roach etc. A large 18mm fishmeal 
boilie or pellet is my go-to bait. I attach this to the hair 
via a sliding lasso (slip knot on the end of the hooklink)
which eliminates the need for fiddling around with 
baiting needles and hair stops in the middle of the night 
when I need to fish most effectively. Tying pellets on in 
this way also means no drilling holes for the hair which 
greatly prolongs their life under water.

Our How to section 
simply helps you to catch 
more fish! Hints and 
tips, tricks and edges for 
game, coarse and sea 
anglers. 

Want us to feature 
something in particular? 
Then just get in touch!

LEDGER FOR BIG TIDAL BARBEL

DERMOT OGLE

B
arbel fishing on somewhere like my favourite tidal River Trent is a heck of a 
lot different to traditional fishing on small, intimate rivers. Tackle doesn’t 
need to be complicated but does need to be beefed-up accordingly.

1

2

3

4

5

6
12

3

4
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offthescalemag

@ off_the_scale_magazine

@ offthescale_mag

editor@offthescaleangling.ie
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Fennel Hudson
‘A Meaningful Life’ 
Fennel’s Journal No. 1

Image: Roman Sysak
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Thanks for reading...

offthescalemag

@ off_the_scale_magazine

@ offthescale_mag

Off the Scale magazine

editor@offthescaleangling.ie

www.offthescaleangling.ie

News, tips, advice, inspiration & so much more...

http://www.facebook.com/offthescalemag
https://www.instagram.com/off_the_scale_magazine/
https://twitter.com/OfftheScale_mag
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCYsXd9GP1SbaQOMPI0eiPTQ/videos
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