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As with many of you, time seems so rare for me
these days but here’s a lovely Erne pike from the
end of November (half mine, half Simon Gibson’s!)

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

T

ime is a peculiar thing, isn’t it? When we want it
to go quickly it often appears to hardly budge.
When we want it to slow down - such as when
out fishing - it seems to accelerate. This issue marks
another milestone for this magazine in that it is our 4th
birthday (as of January 29th). Four years have passed
since the first issue was launched, bugs and all, to the
big, wide world of angling and I’m left questioning
where on earth the time has gone?!
I could easily write an essay on how grateful I personally
am to so many people who have made this possible
over the years, but I shan’t for fear of boring you to
death. There have been over a 100 contributors to date,
many of whom had never written before, as well as
loads of different advertisers, advisors, supporters and,
of course, thousands upon thousands of readers like
you. Cheesy I know, but without your reading of this
magazine there would be no magazine - simple.
The festive and New Year period just gone is a natural
time for reflection whether you enjoy it or are a more
‘Bah! humbug’ type of person. Sadly, we lost another of
Irish angling’s stalwarts in early December in the form
of Peter O’Reilly. He was our most esteemed angling
writer, author of no fewer than four seminal books on
fly fishing, as well as a casting tutor and entomologist
beyond compare. Ken Whelan, a long-time friend and
colleague of Peter, coined him the ‘doyen of Irish fly
fishing’, which is quite some accolade - and seemingly
very apt. He was a true ambassador for our beloved
pastime. The passing of loved ones and mentors is
sadly a part of life, of course, but I think it should serve
as both a reminder to celebrate such characters whilst
they are here and learn what we can from them before
they depart.
The biggest show in Irish angling - covering game,
coarse and sea - is almost upon us, with the Irish
Angling Show taking place in Swords on the 16-17th
February. As my close friends and I grow older, I realise
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more and more just how small an island and angling
community we are and it’s genuinely nice to attend
such events, if only to meet up with friends old and new
(and also gaze lovingly at loads of new tackle!). Whilst
the big plans for the magazine’s future haven’t quite
come to fruition just yet - and so justifying the expense
is not viable - I will be there in a personal capacity and
hopefully I’ll bump into some of you for a chat!
This issue is quite hard hitting (tuna, EU fishery
regulations) and heavy going (invasive roach) at times
but it has a rather interesting mix of varied content, as
usual. I hope you enjoy this issue and, if you do, please
let us know and be sure to tell all of your fishing friends!
Until next time,

offthescalemag

Off the Scale magazine

@ off_the_scale_magazine

editor@offthescaleangling.ie

@ offthescale_mag

www.offthescaleangling.ie
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Cover shot

A huge thank you and well done to our issue 26
contributors Ronan Murray, Johnny Woodlock, Martin
Salter, Tomas Kavanagh, Alan Moore, Josh Checkeroski
(based in the USA) and Dermot Ogle.

A sleek River Erne pike lit up beautifully by the fading
evening sunshine on a cold winters day

As always, thank you to each and every one of the
people behind the scenes - you know who you are - and
to our valued advertisers for their continued support.
And lastly, thank you to our thousands of readers - you
make all of this hard work worthwhile!
Please spread the word! Send emails and messages to
friends, like and share us on social media, tell everyone
you know about the great work here at Off the Scale
magazine!
Let’s all cast a new eye on angling together...

Credit: Bill Brazier

Angler: Simon Gibson

About our page navigation
You should find that navigating through the magazine is
easy! Simply tap the buttons at the bottom of each page
or use your left & right keyboard arrows if viewing this on
a laptop, PC or Mac
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The boring fine print...
The production of this digital publication in both online and PDF formats automatically signifies that all written, photographic and recorded media material exist
under copyright towards Off the Scale magazine and its contributors, unless otherwise stated. No material herein may be reproduced in any form without the explicit
permission of Off the Scale.
The views expressed by contributors within this publication are not necessarily those held by Off the Scale magazine and likewise those views expressed by Off the
Scale magazine are not necessarily those held by the contributors, supporters or advertisers.
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Want to share your news with us? Think we’ve missed
something that we should cover? Then hit us up on
Facebook, tweet us or email editor@offthescaleangling.ie

The

lowdown

# lowdownOtS

The major angling & fish related news from the past few weeks

SIX MILE LIMIT FOR LARGE
TRAWLERS IN IRISH WATERS

The decision
to ban trawlers
over 18m from
been widely ac
inshore areas
claimed as a
has
huge victory fo
r marine cons
ervation

In late December, Minister for the Marine, Michael
Creed, announced that large trawlers (over 18m)
are to be banned from fishing within six nautical
miles of the Irish coast, starting in 2020.
This decision is largely as a result of the public
consultation earlier this year (entitled ‘Review of
Trawling Activity Inside the 6 Nautical Mile Zone’)
where many expressed their utter disbelief that
keystone species such as sprat, which are a vital
part of the diet of many sea birds, fish, whales and
dolphins, were being indiscriminately fished and
overexploited. Well done to all who took the time to make a
submission.
Following the consultation period and a “detailed
examination”, Minister Creed said he was “satisfied that there
are sufficient fishing opportunities for these vessels outside of
six nautical miles”. “I also believe that these actions will provide
wider ecosystem benefits, including for nursery areas and
juvenile fish stocks,” he said, citing the benefits of the measure
for small scale and island fishing vessels, as well as for
recreational sea angling, which contributes over €125,000,000
to the Irish economy annually (NSAD, 2015).
However, the new ban does afford a three-year transition
period for vessels over 18m long fishing for sprat, meaning it
will not be banned outright until 2022. Sprat currently have
no quota in Irish waters but a total allowable catch of up to
2,000 tonnes, reflecting a reduction on recent years, will be
permitted for these vessels during 2020, reducing to 1,000
tonnes in 2021.

PETER O’REILLY R.I.P.
Dubbed the ‘doyen of Irish fly fishing’, Peter O’
Reilly has passed away aged 78. He was one of
Ireland’s most respected fly-tyers and foremost
authorities on all things game fishing.
He is perhaps best known for having written
no fewer than four seminal books on Irish
angling, despite an initial dislike of writing,
namely Loughs of Ireland (1982), Rivers of
Ireland (1991), Trout and Salmon Flies of
Ireland (1995) and Fly Fishing in Ireland (2000),
in addition to countless articles, notably
associated with his long association with Trout
& Salmon magazine. Peter was instrumental in
putting Ireland on the map for game anglers
from around the world.

Pair trawling – the act of two large boats teaming up to trawl
or tow a large, small-meshed net for species such as sprat –
has rightly received much negative press in recent years due
to its considerable, long-lasting environmental damage to
both the sea-floor and marine food chains. When the modest
financial benefits are weighed up against the considerable
ecological impact, pair trawling for species like sprat is simply
not sustainable.

Passionate about conservation, he was also
generous with his advice and recalled as
a delight to work with. He was a founding
member of the Association of Professional
Game Angling Instructors in Ireland (APGAI).
Through his work as an Official Game Angling
Officer for the Central Fisheries Board he
became Ireland’s premier game angling
ambassador and was a huge influence to many,
many anglers and budding entomologists alike.

The new six mile limit will now effectively offer much needed
protection for vulnerable habitats and fish stocks and whilst
not a cure-all, is a very positive step in terms of Irish marine
conservation.

He will be sorely missed by all who knew and
knew of him.
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LANDMARK FOR NORTHERN
IRELAND CARP FISHING
New Year’s Eve, 2018 was a
momentous day for the Northern
Ireland Carp Angler’s Society (NICAS)
and Irish carp fishing in general as
David Thompson landed a fish known
as ‘The Edge’ at a weight of 30lb 2oz.
Whilst numerous carp from Loughgall
Country Park, Co. Armagh, (originally
supplied by Mark Simmonds of Heather
Fisheries in 2001) have reached the
30lb barrier previously – and indeed
currently holds the official all-Ireland
carp record at over 31lb- this is the first
NICAS carp to push the magical thirtypound barrier and looks unlikely to be
the last.

This milestone is the culmination of
almost twenty years’ worth of hard
work and dedication from NICAS, who
re-initiated a regular stocking and
fisheries management policy several
years ago. Although carp from various
other sources were used to stock the
original NICAS club water at Mill Lodge,
Dromore near Banbridge as far back
as the year 2000, the modern stocks
are supplied by Tony Campbell at
Carp4Restocking, based in Wiltshire,
England. This farm is the only one in

the entire UK to have sufficient health
clearance to export carp to either
Northern Ireland or the Republic (to
find out why, see our feature from last
issue here).
A massive congratulations to David and
all involved at NICAS who have shown
how effective a focused management
and stocking policy can be over a
relatively short period of time in
providing good carp fishing.

84 IRISH RIVERS OPEN FOR
SALMON ANGLING IN 2019
Seán Canney T.D., Minister with responsibility for the Inland Fisheries
sector has approved a suite of regulations and bye-laws that will govern
the wild salmon and sea trout fisheries in 2019. These came into effect
on the 1st January.
Minister Canney said, “In all, 84 rivers will open for angling activity in
2019 and this will provide opportunities for all to share this important
natural resource on a sustainable basis. 42 of these rivers will be fully
open with a further 42 for angling on a “catch & release” basis.”
This advice was also made available as part of a statutory public
consultation process during which over 120 written submissions from
stakeholders were received. The management advice is based on the
scientific assessment of the current status of all stocks carried out by
the independent Standing Scientific Committee on Salmon (SSCS).
Management advice based on the SSCS assessment of rivers/estuaries/
harbours is that:
•
•
•

42 rivers to be open as a surplus of fish has been identified in these rivers;
42 rivers to be classified as open for “catch and release” angling; and
62 rivers to be closed as they have no surplus of fish available for harvest.

In comparison, in 2018 there was a total of 78 Irish rivers open for
salmon fishing, with 36 of these open on a catch & release only basis.

FOR DETAILS OF THE
RIVERS CLICK HERE
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TRANSPARENT LICE ADD TO SALMON FARM FEARS

The

lowdown

# lowdownOtS

An inspection by the Norwegian Food Safety Authority
(NFSA) this autumn (2018) revealed several salmon farms
contained only populations of clear or transparent female
lice and reports suggest this type of louse is spreading rapidly
throughout Norway. Lice are typically a huge issue on at-sea
salmon farms, not only in terms of producing salmon for the
global food market but their abnormally high numbers are
known to have massive impacts on any wild salmon or sea
trout populations nearby – something strongly refuted by
salmon producers despite a raft of scientific evidence. Both
sea and salmon lice are rightly identified as one of the most
serious threats to wild salmonids.

The major angling & fish related news from the past few weeks

COCAINE DAMAGES MUSCLES AND
GILLS OF EUROPEAN EELS
A new study has revealed that European eels (Anguilla
anguilla) exposed to low levels of cocaine become
hyperactive and suffer muscle and gill damage and this may
affect their migration as a result.
The study, carried out at the University of Naples Federico
II in Italy, tested mature, silver eels in tanks for 50 days,
exposing them to low levels of cocaine (20 nanograms
per litre), as found in many European rivers. Eels became
hyperactive and swam faster. Once killed and dissected
afterwards, the researchers found that their skeletal
muscle, which powers their swimming, was damaged. The
muscles were swollen and some of the muscle fibres were
broken. This damage was still there even if the eels had
been allowed to recover in cocaine-free water for up to 10
days.
Many drugs and narcotics, including cocaine, are increasingly
finding their way into rivers and drinking water supplies, with
even low levels impacting both human and wildlife health
as a result. For example, research has found that endocrine
disrupting chemicals (EDCs) found in birth control pills, which
mimic or block naturally produced hormones, make their way
through water treatment systems and impact the growth,
behaviour and overall fitness of numerous fish species,
including three-spined stickleback (Gasterosteus aculeatus).
Such chemicals, which also come from pesticides, paints
and cosmetic products, have also been found to promote sex
changes (males becoming females) in a variety of fish such as
roach (Rutilus rutilus) and brown trout (Salmo trutta) in Ireland
have been found to suffer similar reproductive issues. Similar
impacts to a whole host of other aquatic life such as insects
and molluscs have also been found.
Cocaine, however, has been found to impact the skeletal
muscle health of eels, which raises serious concerns about
their migration ability. European eels are critically endangered
due to severe declines (possibly up to 99%) throughout their
range in recent decades. Eels have a remarkable life history;
they are born in the Sargasso Sea near the Bahamas before
drifting across the North Atlantic to Europe and northern
Africa on ocean currents as tiny larvae (leptocephali). It may
take several years before they reach our shores (as glass eels)
and then begin swimming up our river systems (elvers), where
they grow (yellow eels) and mature before migrating (as silver
eels) the 6000-10,000km back to the Sargasso to spawn and
ultimately die.
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Fears are growing that lice numbers on Atlantic salmon
farms may quickly become even more difficult to control –
due to ‘see-through’ lice.

Like it or not, so-called ‘cleaner fish’, such as ballan wrasse
(Labrus bergylta), which eat lice, are routinely taken from the
wild (unsustainable, to say the least…) and used on salmon
farms to reduce lice numbers. If the lice are lacking their
normal skin pigments and are transparent then cleaner fish,
which feed largely by sight, simply cannot see them and so do
not eat them.
Eels are one
of many fish fo
und
to be damaged
by wastewater

A second study by the research team also found that lowlevel cocaine exposure caused damage to gill function which,
although not life threatening, raises even greater fears about
eel survival.
Lead author for both studies, Anna Copaldo, noted that to get
rid of cocaine in surface waters, we would need to improve
the efficiency of sewage treatment plants, possibly develop
a system of water purification and stop taking the drug but
acknowledged that “this is not realistic”, she says.
In addition to over-fishing, habitat loss, migration barriers
such as dams, climate change and shifting ocean currents,
the survival of eels may now be further compromised by what
medicines and drugs we take, and what we flush down the
toilet.

NEW TACKLE SHOP FOR THE MID-WEST
There was a welcome
opening of a new tackle shop
for the mid-West recently as
Wildhunter opened a new
store in Liosban Business
Park, Tuam Road, Galway
City.
This adds to their existing
shop in Athlone, which was
established in 2007 by Brian

Connaughton. They stock a
wide range of game, coarse
and sea angling products, as
well as fresh sea and coarse
baits including worms and
maggots.
Wildhunter also has an
online store available at
http://www.wildhunter.eu

Speaking about the surprising and rapid developments being
seen in lice populations, in Norway at least, senior NFSA
advisor Mette Kristin Moen warns “Lice with the trait of little
or no pigmentation have now had a great advantage over the
well-pigmented brown lice for several years and therefore the
transparent lice constitute the bulk of all moving lice. The dark
moving lice are eaten by cleaner fish and the transparent ones
become sexually mature and spread further without being
discovered”.

is the largest single fish commodity by value. In fact, global
production has increased by 1000% since 1990. Norway, the
world’s largest salmon producer, produced 1.2m tonnes in
2017 alone, worth an estimated €7b while Marine Harvest, the
world’s largest salmon producing company, made a pre-tax
profit of €792m.
Given the popularity of salmon farming globally, it seems
likely this form of adaptive evolution in lice – where a species
responds to environmental pressures and changes in order
to survive – will soon be noticed elsewhere around the world,
possibly including Ireland where almost 50 salmon farms exist
in inland bays along our southern, western, and northern
coasts.
Moen points out that it is important that farmers now focus
on the problem and more people have to become involved
in working on it. “In a couple of years, all moving lice are
transparent and the effect of cleaner fish ended. What then?”
Farmers are investigating the use of lasers to control lice
populations and some are considering farming salmon
alongside mussels and scallops, which may eat larval sea lice.
However, to many this latest development just adds to the
growing list of reasons that salmon-at-sea farming must be
quickly phased out in favour of more controllable, sustainable
and less environmentally-damaging land-based systems.
The difference is clear. A normal louse on the right,
a transparent one on the left. Underwater, the
transparent lice are even harder to see. Credit: NFSA

Despite mounting environmental and public health concerns,
trade in farmed Atlantic salmon has increased at an average
of 10% per year in value terms since 1976, and since 2013 it

NEW PREDATOR ANGLING CLUB FOR THE WEST
A new predator fishing club, covering perch, pike and wild trout
angling, has been recently established in Galway due to a growing
interest in the mid-West.
The Connacht Predator Anglers has been set up to promote and
highlight the benefits of the catch-photo-release philosophy for all fish,
including wild brown trout stocks. The club’s tagline reads “We are all
passionate about predator angling and we strive to conserve our fisheries
for future generations of like-minded anglers.” The inaugural competition
will take place on Lough Corrib, Sunday February 17th. It will be an open-boat event
and is strictly catch-photo-release for all species. For membership inquiries, please
message the club on Facebook (@Connacht-Predator-Anglers), or email info@
connachtpredatoranglers.ie
Membership fees for 2019 are: Adult: €30, Junior (under 16): €15
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2019 A4 wall calendar

*FREE ROI & NI DELIVERY!

Showcasing life through an angler’s eyes
Our glossy A4 wall calendar (which opens to A3 size) contains 12 of our most
inspirational game, coarse and sea angling-related images, along with all the
important dates, holidays, moon phases and room to write in your fishy notes.
Proudly printed in Ireland using paper & inks from sustainable sources because,
you know, we care.
You will honestly struggle to find a better quality fishing calendar anywhere and
that makes this the perfect gift for the angler in your life! Not only will you be making
someone very happy but you’ll be supporting Ireland’s #1 angling magazine,
allowing us to keep getting better and better.

Payment processed by

ORDER HERE VIA OUR
ONLINE SHOP

Only*

€12 !
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The

lowdown

# lowdownOtS

The major angling & fish related news from the past few weeks

New research indicates that the reason for an
increase in bluefin tuna in British and Irish waters
in recent years is as a result of a cyclical warming
of ocean temperatures.

A genetic study by the University of
Helsinki looked at salmon growth
in a Finland’s River Teno over a 40year period and, using thousands of
samples, discovered that the so-called
‘big salmon gene’ has become rarer
in the population over time, being
replaced by the ‘small salmon’ version
of the gene.
Whilst we have known for some time

Studies from France and the UK suggest
that the disappearance and reappearance of
bluefin in European waters can be explained
by hydroclimatic variability due to the Atlantic
Multidecadal Oscillation (AMO), a northern
hemisphere climatic oscillation that increases the
sea temperature in its positive phase, as it is now.
Modelling tuna data from the last 200 years gave
repeated results – the Atlantic Multidecadal
Oscillation is the primary driver of tuna
distribution and abundance. Briefly, the AMO
affects atmospheric and oceanographic processes
in the northern hemisphere, including the
strength and direction of ocean currents and
weather patterns. Every 60 to 120 years the AMO
appears to ‘switch’ between positive and negative
phases and results in changing tuna distribution.
During a warm AMO phase, such as since the
mid-1990s, bluefin tuna forage as far north as
Greenland and Iceland, and almost disappear
from the central and south Atlantic. During its
previous warm phase, at the middle of the 20th
century, the North Sea had a famous bluefin
fishery in Scarborough, north- east England that
rivalled the Mediterranean. But during a cold
AMO phase, such as that seen between 1963-1995,
bluefin tuna move south, and are more frequently
found in the western, central, and even southern
Atlantic.
Lead author, Robin Failletaz of the University
of Lille, warned that although more bluefin
move north during a positive AMO phase, it can
also have an impact on tuna recruitment in the
Mediterranean Sea, the most important spawning
grounds for the species in the western Atlantic.
Warming temperatures, he said, “will affect adult
abundance a few years later. If the AMO stays in
a highly positive phase for several years, we may
encounter more bluefin tuna in our waters but the
overall population could actually be decreasing.”

Jan - Feb 2019

As well as experiencing widescale increased mortality at sea,
Atlantic salmon are also maturing
at an earlier ages and smaller sizes,
research has found.
The version of the gene that tells
salmon to mature at a later age and
thus grow bigger is becoming less
common, meaning smaller salmon.
Undoubtedly, many of you Irish and
UK salmon anglers will have noticed
the seemingly ever-smaller grilse (one
sea winter fish) running our rivers in
recent years – this twist of evolution
is one major reason why.

WHY ARE THERE MORE BLUEFIN TUNA AROUND?

12

Ken Whelan with a Kola Peninsula salmon,
where some ‘big fish’ genes are still present

ATLANTIC SALMON ARE SHRINKING
that male salmon, in particular, are
getting smaller and maturing faster,
this is the first major study to prove
that is has a genetic basis, in addition
to reduced feeding at sea. Evolution
and natural selection usually takes
a long time – a seriously long time –
but salmon have shown significant
changes in a short period. Being
big is not as much of an advantage
to salmon as it used to be, and the
fish are adapting to this new reality.
Salmon today are more likely to
die during their time at sea either
because of fishing pressures or other
reasons, and therefore benefit from
returning to rivers to spawn sooner
rather than later.
Lead author Yann Czorlich said “On
the one hand, this can be considered
a good thing seeing it means there
is hope for salmon to adapt to their
changed conditions. But on the other,
it’s bad news for anglers who want
to catch big salmon and join the ‘20
kilogram club’ as there may be fewer

big salmon in the future unless we
can identify and halt the factors
causing their decline”.
For more information please read the
full study here

COARSE ANGLING CLOSED SEASON TO BE SCRAPPED IN ENGLAND?
A bluefin caug
ht by C&R an
gling.
Image credit:
Steven Murph
y

Atlantic bluefin tuna were once classed as
‘critically endangered’ due to near total stock
collapse but have been restored to ‘endangered’
due to a slight recovery of stocks. However, the
study was also keen to stress that recent increases
in bluefin may simply be as a result of a change
in distribution further north and not due to an
actual increase in stocks due to recovery or more
effective fisheries management. The same appears
true for mackerel stocks, currently.
Clearly, we have a lot still to learn about how and
why our oceans work and how our fish stocks will
adapt and change with time given climatic change
and commercial fishing pressures. However, it
would appear likely that, with bluefin at least, a
recreational catch and release fishery, unlike the
one at Scarborough almost century ago, would be
a more prudent move in terms of conserving the
species into the future.
For more information on the UK’s bid for a
modern C&R bluefin fishery please see pg 28 or
click here.

After many years of debate and lobbying from
anglers and interested parties, the UK Environment
Agency (EA) have recently launched a public
consultation which will help decide whether or
not to scrap the traditional coarse angling closed
season on rivers throughout England.
Currently, angling is prohibited on rivers and streams
between March 15th and June 15th (inclusive), a law
which has been in place since way back in 1878. The
closed season for stillwaters and most canals across
England and Wales was scrapped in 1995.
Although the closed season has always existed
to protect spawning fish species, many UK
anglers argue that not only have spawning
seasons changed but the requirements to protect
waterways are now much greater than ever – a closed season
naturally sees far less anglers on the riverbank.
The consultation will update existing policy and provides
three options, namely;

•
•
•

Retain the current closed season (March 15th to June
15th, inclusive)
Amend the closed season to run from April 15th to June
30th
Remove the current closed season altogether

Consultation takes around 30 minutes to complete and closes
on March 11th. It is open to both UK and Irish anglers and
stakeholders.
TO HAVE YOUR SAY,
CLICK HERE

Off the Scale magazine - Issue 26
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An interview with Ronan Murray
Ronan Murray & friends

1 x year (2018)
28 x 20lb+
6 x 25lb+
2 x 30lb+
1 x 35lb+
*************************************

Regardless of your favourite species or discipline, we, as anglers,
all dream of landing that monster fish, having that unforgettable
session or experiencing a season when, for once, everything goes
to plan. Well, Ronan Murray has just had that year...

Off the Scale magazine - Issue 26
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1. A plump 26lb 14oz

1

4

2. What was a new PB at the time, 27lb

Ronan, you had a remarkable year’s pike
fishing in 2018 by all accounts, which we’ll get
to shortly, but first of all just give us a bit of
background – where are you based and how
often do get to fish in an average week?

An interview with Ronan Murray
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It was a year to remember for sure, with
some amazing captures. I have been fishing
since the age of 7 when my uncle Michael
brought me out bank fishing for pike; it only
took that one-day out to get me hooked. I
am based in County Cavan and with the
vast amount of lakes, rivers and water at my
fingertips it is quite simply a fisherman’s
paradise. I would fish approximately 3-4
days most weeks, depending on work
commitments. I have recently set up my own
guiding business ‘Irish Pike Fishing Guides’
and this has been a real adventure. It’s
going from strength to strength each week
with many European and American tourists
booking guided fishing trips in my area for
1-2 days.
Being surrounded by so much water and so
many potential venues, is it a case of flitting
around from one to other when conditions
dictate or do you tend to focus on a smaller
number of locations these days?
At the beginning, yeah it was a case of trying
to fish as many venues as possible but I soon
found out it was better to focus and put
more hours in on a select few venues. There
are no real short-cuts to this process, you
just have to fish and find out for yourself.
Would you class yourself primarily as a boat or
a bank angler, or both?
Wobbling the banks was my passion
for so many years but in the past
5 years or so I have got into boat
fishing more and more. I just find
boat fishing gives you more of a
chance of targeting the bigger
fish. So, to answer your
question I
would have to
say both.
No fewer than thirtyseven 20lb plus fish in a
single year is an incredible
result, let along adding three

Jan - Feb 2019
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3. A very fat low-20
4. If had to choose between boat or shore, it would the boat every time

thirty pounders to that tally, as well! Looking
back on all those big fish, consistency is
obviously a key factor but what other aspects of
your approach do you think were responsible?
What tactics/methods were responsible for
most of the captures?
You’re right, consistency is obviously a big
factor. If you are not on the water, you won’t
catch them. Obviously, luck plays a part in
it too. Right place, right time and all that.
To be honest, without dodging the question,
almost each capture was different with many
different lures and dead baits used to catch
them.
Of all those incredible fish from last year, which
one was most memorable and why?
The one that sticks out would have to be
my first 30lb fish. That fish meant so much
because my PB before it was 26lb 8oz and it
felt like a lifetime trying to pass this mark.
With the help of my good friend, Sean, who
helped me net the fish, we soon got her on
the scales. When the scales
went up and up, we were
both in shock when we
saw the weight hit 33lb
10oz. It was so nice to
have a memory like
this shared with my
3
good friend.
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6

7

case of the right waters at the right time? What
were the take-home lessons you learned?
In previous years I had a tendency to fish
a lot of different waters and had plenty of
good fish, don’t get me wrong but in 2018 I
decided to concentrate on less venues and
put a lot of homework into them. I knew
these waters held big fish and, eventually,
was rewarded. I put a lot of time in to those
waters though, don’t forget.
What are your own thoughts on pike fishing in
stocked trout waters? Some anglers seem to
have a grudge against them… In terms of merit
and catchability, are they really any different to
other pike in your eyes?

“...when I eventually got her close to the net, one which I
using for smaller pike, there was clearly no way this fish
was fitting in! After another five minutes of playing the fish,
I finally chinned the big girl. I then realised that this really
was something special”

In my opinion a pike is a pike whether it be
from a stocked trout water, a lake or river.
Simple as that!
There’s no doubting that many Irish pike
venues, for various reasons – poaching,
overfishing, prey-related factors,
mismanagement - slumped throughout the
2000s but would you agree that many are on
the way back?

Your recent 36lb monster got a lot of coverage
online and everyone, including yourself,
seemed quite shocked when it came along! Can
you give us some background to the capture?
It was Thursday 27th of December 2018 and I
was torn between two fishing competitions,
both of which I wanted to attend. In the end
I decided on the Milltown Lake Christmas
competition. The plan of attack for the day
was to wobble small dead baits for numbers
of smaller fish. I had waded out into a
weedy shoreline and I was soon into a few
small jacks. When I re-cast my bait into
the water, I got another hit straight away,
which of course I thought to myself was
another jack. To my surprise, when I struck
into it, it tore off and I knew then that I was
into something big. After stripping my reel
pretty much to the backing, I eventually
turned her. At this time, I thought “Oh!
another big twenty” but when I eventually
got her close to the net, one which I using
for smaller pike, there was clearly no way
this fish was fitting in! After another five
minutes of playing the fish, I finally chinned
the big girl. I then realised that this really
was something special and when the event
official weighed the fish for me, I knew it
was truly a fish of a lifetime. At 36lb 4oz, I’ll
do well to beat that one!
How did 2018 compare to previous years? What
(if anything) do you feel you did differently last
year to bring such results, or was it simply a
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Yes, definitely! Let’s be honest, in the early
2000’s poaching was a major factor in our
sport right across the island and many, if
not all, of my local waters, had been netted
and the fishing had gone downhill, rapidly.
But I have to say in the past 5-6 years I
have noticed that the population of fish in
most waters is on the rise, which is great
to see. Many waters are recovering quickly,
thankfully.
In terms of fisheries management, is there
anything that you feel needs to change to help
improve/maintain the standard of
Irish pike fishing, or is it a case of
letting nature look after itself?

9

5. A different angle of one the 30s - what a beast!

Yes, in my opinion, I feel that changes need
to made, such as that more venues need
to be monitored and the waters need to be
looked after better. Also, I personally believe
that all pike, no matter what their size,
should be 100% catch and release.
As a guide, someone who is out on the water
and fishing a lot, what is the most common
mistake or error you see people make when
pike fishing?
As a guide and someone who does put in a
fair bit of time, I tend to come across a lot of
fish that have been damaged, or even some
with hooks left in them. This is mainly down
to people using bad tackle or the wrong gear,
which can lead to damaging and killing fish,
which is definitely not nice to see. In this day
and age, with all the information out there,
it should be an easy problem to fix but at the
end of the day it’s all down to education.
For someone still searching for, perhaps, their
first 20lb fish what would be the single best bit
of advice you can give them?
If you’re still looking for that big fish just
remember to never give up. Venues are key
– you can’t catch big fish from waters that
don’t hold them, and not all venues contain
monsters, unfortunately. Put yourself in the
right place at the right time and that big fish
you’re after will come along, some day.
And finally, what’s on the cards for Ronan
Murray in 2019? Do you have aims or goals in
fishing and, if so, what are they for this year?
What can I say, I would be lying if I said
I had never thought of that 40lb+ fish. I
do firmly believe that they are out there,
somewhere, and I look forward to chasing
her in 2019.
Many thanks for your time, Ronan and the
very best of luck this year. Hopefully another
monster or two graces your net!

10

6. The guiding is going well & I’m looking forward to doing more
7. A very pretty scraper 20
8. 33lb 10oz - unbelievable!
9. An unexpected monster of 36lb 4oz! A truly special fish
10. Thirty no. 3 of 2018 at 33lb 12oz

Irish Pike Fishing Guides
Ronan Murray is a pike guide based in Cootehill, Co. Cavan.
Trips come complete with boat & all the tackle required.
Selected dates are still available for spring 2019. For more
information check him out on Facebook by clicking here
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Johnny Woodlock

What is the

Landing Obligation?

M.Sc., environmental NGO of Irish
Sea Working Group, sea fisheries
expert, secretary of the Sea
Fisheries Advisory Group to the Irish
Seal Sanctuary and lifelong angler

(aka ‘discard ban’)

Over the last four years, measures to eliminate the discarding of fish caught at sea in
European waters have been gradually phased in under the reformed Common Fisheries
Policy. As of January 1st 2019, all commercial fisheries are now required to land all
catches of regulated commercial species on-board so they can be counted towards
quota. But, in reality, what does this mean for fishermen, the fish and our seas and will it
actually end discards or will it make the situation worse than before? Sea fisheries expert
Johnny Woodlock discusses.

few years ago, when the
present EU Common
Fisheries Policy (CFP) was
being drawn up, the issue
of discards was raised
and a campaign started by well-known
TV chef, Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall.
He highlighted the disgrace that was
over-quota discarding, whereby a
fisherman catches more than he is
allowed to land, or species for which he
has no quota, and throws them back
into the sea - dead. Often these were
perfectly good fish, but the fisherman
could not land them because of rules
about what they were entitled to land
and sell. Fishermen did not like this
any more than anyone else, so the
“Fish Fight” campaign was started.
This ended up as a petition which
nearly a million people signed up to.
However,
I
personally
witnessed the resistance to the
discards ban that the industry
representatives put up, claiming that
it was an idea put forward by an illinformed chef who knew no better.
I often corrected them at Advisory
Council meetings by saying that, in
fact, nearly a million people had signed
it and that is why the issue of discards
was included in the present CFP.

A
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DISCARD BAN
One interesting thing is that for years
the fishing take from stocks had been
called the Total Allowable Catch (TAC).
In fact, this was all based on landings
and discards were estimated. The
new Landing Obligation regime will
allow scientists to calculate the true
numbers of fish removed from each
stock (at least that is the thinking
behind it, I believe). The commercial
fishing industry saw the problems

involved in introducing the ‘discards
ban’ for all stocks, so insisted it
be phased in over several years.
There still are huge problems to be
sorted out but the agreed deadline
was January 2019 for all stocks.
Of course, the ‘low hanging
fruit’ were the first stocks to be
covered. The fact that most Irish (and
indeed many other) stocks are what
are called mixed stock fisheries means
big difficulties in avoiding unwanted
catches. Fishing for prawns you can

The fact that most Irish (and indeed many
other) stocks are what are called mixed
stock fisheries means big difficulties in
avoiding unwanted catches
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catch whiting, cod, haddock and other
species. Fishing for herring you can
catch haddock and whiting. With the
Landing Obligation you now have
to land all fish caught, irrespective
of size. You can sell what you have
quota for (if it is over the Minimum
Conservation Reference Size, MCRS),
but all the catch is counted. Any fish
under the MCRS cannot be sold for
human consumption. Instead it can
go for fishmeal to be fed to farmed
salmon or chickens, for example.
However, the fishermen cannot make
a profit from these undersized fish
(at least that’s the theory) otherwise
you create a market for juvenile fish.
Fishermen will tell you that its
next to impossible to avoid unwanted
catches. In fairness, Bord Iascaigh
Mhara (BIM), the state agency with
responsibility for developing the
Irish marine fishing and aquaculture
industries, have and still are doing
a great number of trials with the
industry to improve fishing selectivity.
They have achieved great advances,
but are not there yet. We have all seen
the videos of boats having to throw
back huge catches of bass, caught
accidentally. I have argued that if the
skippers are the professionals they
often claim to be, they could avoid this
happening. Look at what happened
with spurdog around Irish coasts –
they were nearly wiped out and there
is still no quota or protection for them.
They will take years to recover. When

they do, I believe there should be a
precautionary quota set for them, as
with any other species in trouble. When
stocks recover let a number be fished.
Fishermen have a right to make a living.

‘CHOKING’
Another big issue with the new
Landing Obligation is the ‘choking’
of fisheries. If, for example, there is
zero quota for whiting in the Irish
Sea, and prawn boats catch a lot of
young whiting (as they do), once the
quota is reached the prawn fishery in

the Irish Sea is closed. Two options
to avoid this, put forward by industry,
were remove whiting from quota or
(which is now the case) increase the
quota to avoid the choke situation.
Although I have lived all my life
in a fishing town (Skerries) I had never
seen first-hand what happens on the
fishing boats so I arranged a trip out
on a dayboat trawling for prawns. I am
and was involved as an Environmental
non-Government Organisation (NGO)
representative in the run-up to the
present CFP and even met with Maria
Damanaki (European Commissioner

which it is, but that is not unusual. I
must state that the catches shown
were taken inshore. I have also been
shown photos of “clean” catches which
consisted of just prawns with very few
fish in the catch, so it can be done.
Minister Creed’s recent ban
on inshore trawling by boats over
18 meters is a great step towards
marine conservation, but this boat I
was on was well under that length
and was still capable of causing
substantial environmental damage.
I believe keeping trawlers out of
nursery areas altogether is far more
important to avoid killing juvenile fish.
for Maritime Affairs and Fisheries)
to discuss the proposed changes
to the CFP. I expressed my concern
to her about Maximum Sustainable
Yield (MSY) ideology, that I feared
the industry would insist on pushing
quotas to the maximum, which would
not allow for recovery. Of course,
MSY and the Landing Obligation
are the two pillars of the present
CFP to cover all stocks by 2020.

A BETTER INSIGHT
My trip out on an inshore trawler was

very revealing and I couldn’t believe the
sheer amount of catch which came up
and the variety of species. Only the
prawns were kept. I grabbed what I
could for myself, so at least not all of it
went to waste. I took the opportunity
to take some photos (see above &
below), some of which have been
used in lectures by other concerned
scientists such as Callum Roberts,
marine conservation biologist at the
University of York, England. Despite
their ongoing use, the fishing industry
is quick to point out that the cod-end
of nets (as seen in the photo) are illegal,

WIDESPREAD CONFUSION
Since the discards ban was first
suggested, and at almost every
Advisory Council since, the industry
has been scaremongering about
“the big bang” happening on the 1st
January 2019 but it has just passed
by without a fizzle. My information
from the Irish East coast is that there
is great confusion among skippers
about the new Landing Obligation
and a feeling that the Department
of Agriculture, Food & Marine and
Sea Fisheries Protection Authority

What is the

Common Fisheries Policy?
Since 1983, the Common Fisheries Policy has been the overarching legislation that all EU Member States must
adhere to in relation to their commercial fisheries at sea. Briefly, it works on a quota system, whereby individual
fish species are assigned quotas, or total allowable catches (TACs), supposedly based on the latest scientific
advice from the International Council for Exploration of the Seas (ICES), although this can (and often is)
ignored when setting or adjusting quotas.
The CFP system has many critics and, unfortunately, is highly politically-driven with quotas seemingly
being negotiated in political arenas rather than based on actual science. Quotas are routinely set above
the recommended levels for sustainability and work to ‘Maximum Sustainable Yield’, where fish stocks are
pushed to the very limit to maximise profits. Until recent years, quotas did not account for the unwanted or
undersized fish in catches, leading to widespread (and legal) discarding of perfectly good fish overboard. It
also led to (illegal) ‘high-grading’, where certain sized fish or certain species were selected from a catch,
again leading to much waste.
It is hoped that the new Landing Obligation (i.e. discard ban) under the reformed CFP will safeguard
stock recovery by protecting strong year classes of stocks under severe fishing pressure, by
improving gear selectivity and/or closing the fishery when the quota has been reached but this
remains to be seen and will depend largely on effective regulation and monitoring.
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The Landing Obligation should allow managers to
better manage the stocks, as discards up to now
were only estimated. However ... it could also mean
that more fish will go to fishmeal than for human
consumption in a short space of time

(SFPA) are not sorting things out.
The Landing Obligation should allow
managers to better manage the
stocks, as discards up to now were
only estimated. No-one wants to see
good fish thrown overboard. However,
this means extra work for fishermen
and it could also mean that more fish
will go to fishmeal than for human
consumption in a short space of time.
As with all these things,
monitoring and enforcement is the
key to it all meaning anything. I have
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seen that there’s a lot that goes on
at sea which nobody is aware of.
Independent observers (on board) and
CCTV have been discussed but these
options rely on the goodwill of the boat
owners, crew and skippers. I believe
that if the majority realised that the
industry will benefit from lots of these
measures then they would cooperate
but, unfortunately, there are clearly
too many in it for the money with no
care for what is to come, down the
line. Contrary to what a lot of people

think, there are some very positive and
forward-thinking people in the fishing
industry who are seriously concerned
about its future and it is this that
makes me think the future is not as
bleak as some would have you think.
Johnny Woodlock

16 BALLOO AVENUE, BANGOR, CO. DOWN, BT19 7QT
Phone: 02891454983 / 02890313156
Email: sales@fishingtackle2u.co.uk

/ fishingtackle2u.co.uk

/ Fishingtackle2u
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Big game

REAL TY

Martin Salter is a former
Labour MP, Policy Chief
for the Angling Trust and a
passionate all-round angler

Big game fishing in Britain and Ireland is
no longer a dream, writes Martin Salter...

I

dread to think how much of my hardearned wages I’ve spent travelling the globe
in search of the type of reel-screaming,
white knuckle action that only big game
fishing can provide. Since 2010, when I retired
from the House of Commons ‘to spend more
time with my fish’, I’ve battled with blue marlin
and yellow-tailed kingfish in Australia, sailfish
in Kenya, giant trevally in the Seychelles,
mahseer in India and golden dorado in
Argentina. I’d return to any of these wonderful
places again in a heartbeat if time and money
allowed. But perhaps those of us who still
yearn for the adrenaline filled, and sometimes
back breaking, action that these iconic
sportfish can deliver might now be able to
enjoy our ‘fix’ without even leaving the waters
of Britain or Ireland. This is because, contrary
to all expectations, and after an interlude of
more than 60 years, the bluefin tuna are back.
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“Big-game fishing effectively started in 1930 when
Lorenzo “Lawrie” Mitchell–Henry, when fifty miles
off-shore, landed the first tunny caught on rod and
line weighing 560 pounds (250 kg). After a poor
season in 1931, the following year saw Harold Hardy
of Cloughton Hall battling with a tunny about 16 feet
long for over seven hours before his line snapped.
Also on board the trawler ‘Dick Whittington’ were
four visitors who described the struggle as “the
greatest fight they had ever seen in their lives”. Mrs.
Sparrow caught a fish of 469 pounds (212.7 kg).

We have bluefin
As many Off the Scale readers will know, since
2016 giant Atlantic bluefin tuna, including fish well
over 700 pounds, have been spotted and caught
in Cornwall, in the Celtic Deeps off West Wales,
throughout the Western Isles of Scotland and off
North West Ireland.
At the Angling Trust we believe that the renewed
presence of the bluefin in British waters presents
a fantastic opportunity for the UK to “set a new
benchmark in the sustainable, economically
optimal management of this valuable, vulnerable
species.” We have teamed up with our friends in the
campaign group ‘Bluefin Tuna UK’ and supportive
MPs in the House of Commons to launch a
campaign for a live-release recreational fishery that
could help many deprived coastal communities
in the UK to reinvent themselves as world-class
bluefin tuna angling destinations attracting
overseas visitors, supporting much needed jobs
and businesses in the process. We reminded our
politicians that a substantial bluefin tuna liverelease fishery already exists in Canada, where
studies show that its economic value of is six times
per tonne of a traditional commercial fishery.

Tunny Club
Until the 1950s the UK had a thriving and high-value
recreational bluefin tuna fishery operating mainly
out of the East coast town of Scarborough, under
the auspices of the British Tunny Club (as bluefin
were then called). The premises are still a local
landmark although now operate as a restaurant.
The story of the British tuna sports fishery is
inevitably bound up in tales of daring by the British
aristocracy and the super wealthy. Tuna fishing was
far too grand, and expensive, to be undertaken by
us mere mortals. A quick glance through the 1934
Hardy Angler’s Guide (pictured right) demonstrates
how popular big game fishing had become and the
bizarre methods that were deployed to land these
giant fish from small rowing boats. I particularly
liked this piece of advice:

“Always have a rope tied securely around your waist
and attached to the boat before commencing to fish
and ensure that your boatman has an open knife to
cut your line if necessary.”
Clearly this was no sport for wimps!
Further accounts indicate that;
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Each season up until 1939 saw fish of over 700
pounds (320 kg) being caught and the size of
the specimens drew vast crowds. The town of
Scarborough was transformed into a resort for the
wealthy. Magazines published many sensational
stories covering the personalities and the yachts
that sailed to Scarborough. There were Lady
Broughton, the African big-game hunter, who
slept in a tent on the deck of her yacht; Colonel
Sir Edward Peel of the wealthy aristocratic Peel
family with his large Sudanese-crewed steam yacht
St. George; Lord Astor, the newspaper proprietor;
Charles Laughton, the actor; Tommy Sopwith, who
challenged for the America’s Cup in 1934 and 1937;
Lord Crathorne, later Chairman of the Conservative
Party; and Lord Moyne of the Guinness family, later
assassinated in Egypt.”
All good things come to an end and commercial
overfishing of both tuna and herring (their prey)
saw stocks collapse, forcing big game anglers to
spend a small fortune pursuing these magnificent
fish over-seas rather than supporting the tourist
economy back in Britain.

All good things come to an end
and commercial overfishing
of both tuna and herring (their
prey) saw stocks collapse,
forcing big game anglers
to spend a small fortune
pursuing these magnificent
fish over-seas rather than
supporting the tourist
economy back in Britain.

Recovery
LEFT

A fascinating extract from
the 1934 Hardys Angler’s
Guide, the famous tackle
manufacturers, on the
world-famous bluefin tuna
fishery which existed at the
time off England’s east coast,
before mismanagement and
commercial greed saw it
collapse. I’m hopeful this time
it can be different!
ABOVE

Although this 756lb ‘tunny’
from August 1934 was huge
it was by no means the
largest landed on rod and
line at the time. The town
of Scarborough became a
playground for the elite, the
only ones who could afford to
partake in big game fishing.

The North Sea tuna are yet to return and globally
bluefin stocks took a further nosedive some 20
years ago prompting the International Commission
for the Conservation of Atlantic Tuna (ICCAT) to
finally begin a stock recovery programme in 2007
which has seen numbers recover sharply from
the previously low levels. ICCAT has now ruled
that it is safe to increase the global quota from a
low point of 12,000 tonnes to 38,350 by 2020. The
European Union is a member of ICCAT and has
16,000 tonne quota for its Member States – all but
1-2% of which is allocated to commercial interests predominantly in Spain, Italy and France. Sadly, the
UK, in common with Ireland, Denmark and Sweden,
has no share of this EU quota and is therefore
unable to fish for them either commercially or
recreationally. But, of course, anglers being anglers
are always going to go fishing and can’t determine
which species will take a lure or livebait. Over the
last three years plenty of fish up to 320kg have been
hooked ‘accidentally’, and released, by those fishing
for sharks.

Brexit opportunity
Although personally I’m no fan of Brexit, it is
the case that once Britain leaves the EU the UK
government would be free to apply to ICCAT for
part of the ‘reserve’ quota held for new ‘artisanal’
fishery opportunities. As well as the huge economic
and employment benefits, this new UK fishery
could contribute significantly to existing science-
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based research programmes aimed at increasing
our knowledge of this iconic and highly migratory
game fish. That said, it’s not going to be easy to
persuade our ministers to let us deliberately target
a fish that was, until quite recently, considered
endangered and which has only just reappeared in
our waters.
As well as the now obligatory campaign photocalls, we have been successful in having the issue
raised in Parliament by politicians from all sides
and have meetings scheduled with our Fisheries
Minister George Eustice to press our case for the
introduction of a licensed fishery for recreational
anglers, which would control the number of vessels
deliberately targeting tuna along with a mandatory
reporting and monitoring system.

“

At the heart of our proposal is
a parallel research programme
designed to provide significant
information of value on this valuable,
vulnerable species. Various forms of
tagging, DNA sampling and recording
could all be incorporated into the rod
and line fishery,
LEFT

Charles Walker MP, chair of
the All Party Parliamentary
Angling Group with Scott
Mann MP, David Mitchell
and Martin Salter from the
Angling Trust and Steve
Murphy from Bluefin Tuna
UK at the launch of the
campaign to give ‘British
Tuna a Future’ at the House
of Commons recently.
LEFT

A boat-side shot of a Cornish
bluefin before unhooking and
release. These fish are too
valuable to only catch once!
(image credit: Steven Murphy,
Bluefin Tuna UK)
MAP

The distribution of North
Atlantic bluefin tuna, adapted
from a Stanford University
tuna tagging study

Our proposal
We are proposing that, upon exiting from the EU,
the UK applies for Sovereign Member status of
ICCAT. With that membership, the UK then requests
a small, 20 tonne quota, which could likely come
from existing ICCAT reserves thereby avoiding
any tricky negotiations to take a share of existing
quotas held by other countries. (Should Brexit not
proceed we could still approach our EU partners for
a quota share and this is something that Ireland
should also be considering). The UK would then be
able to authorise a recreational fishery, applying
that quota as a ‘mortality allowance’ against a liverelease fishery.
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LEFT

An Australian kingfish from a
couple of winters’ back. I may
no longer have to travel the
globe to get my game fishing
kicks if the UK can achieve its
own recreational bluefin tuna
quota.

Live-release fisheries for Atlantic bluefin operate
on the premise that a very small percentage of
fish will suffer mortality during the capture and
release process. Several independent studies have
shown that in well-regulated fisheries such as we
are proposing, this mortality is below 5%. In fact,
Canada operates their fishery on the assumption of
a 3.6% mortality rate.
Based upon the tonnage of the quota, the average
size of fish anticipated and the mortality rate
applied, a number of permitted captures, or
‘hookups’ can be determined. We would favour
controls on the tack-le used to help ensure the
best fish welfare conditions in order to limit any
mortality.
At the heart of our proposal is a parallel research
programme designed to provide significant
information of value on this valuable, vulnerable
species. Various forms of tagging, DNA sampling
and recording could all be incorporated into the
fishery, some operated by charter skippers, and
more complex operations by authorized scientific
teams. It is likely that NGO and/or private sector
funding could be mobilised for such operations,
as we have seen in the part-funding of the 2017
Swedish/Danish tuna tagging program.

regulated, scientifically collaborative fisheries for
any species on the planet.

Not really asking for much
It’s not as if we are going to be asking for anything
revolutionary as there are already tagging programmes, supported by World Wildlife Fund
(WWF) no less, taking place across Europe using
recreational angling to gather much-needed
scientific data to help understand the stock better.
The authorised involvement of committed and
conservation minded anglers in the fishery would
not only add significantly to our knowledge of these
tremendous fish but would guard against moves to
reinstate unsustainable commercial harvesting and
the inevitable illegal fishing that would occur if no
one was looking out for the stocks.
There’s a long way to go yet but perhaps one day we
might hold the ‘Tuna Home Nations Festival’ with
teams from Ireland, England, Wales and Scotland
competing to tag and release the largest bluefin.
Now there’s a thought…
Martin Salter

We believe that our proposal and the accompanying
rules should be adopted at the earliest opportunity
that facilitates a fishery with the characteristics
outlined. This would be one of the most highly
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BOOK REVIEW

Salmon of the River Lee
A book to commemorate the 50th year of the modern incarnation
of the Cork Salmon Anglers Association and the history of
salmon fishing on Cork’s lovely River Lee.
Dan O’ Donovan

Edited by Jack Power
City Print Cork (2018)
€35, hardback

Review by
Tomás Kavanagh

an O’ Donovan and his wide range of
contributors compiled this book, in
part, to mark an anniversary of the Cork
Salmon Anglers Association (CSAA). As
the chairman of this organisation, he has
certainly achieved something tangible for his
club’s milestone, but, in fact, this book goes a
significant deal further.
These writings document a broad range
of information relating to the River Lee and span
the realms of the history, archaeology, sociology,
geography and the economy of the catchment,
across three centuries. While highly varied in
some aspects, all these topics become united and
relevant, under the banner of salmon. We gain
fascinating insight into angles such as the salmon
management policies of the past, the salmon
tourist industry, the tackle industry in Cork,
the extensive black market in poached salmon
and the efforts undertaken to stop this. This is
complemented with an in-depth description
of the pools of the lower river Lee, alongside a
detailed scour for all information relating to the
so-called ‘drowned’ river that now, thanks to
the ESB’s hydroelectric scheme, lies underneath
Inniscarra and Carrigadrohid reservoirs.
It’s safe to say that never has such a
compilation of documents relevant to salmonids
of the river Lee being sourced to present a new
publication. This makes not only the book itself,
but also its bibliography, particularly valuable.
Historic documents are supplemented with
accounts that have clearly been passed on by
word of mouth, with relevant tables and statistics
presented by way of detailed appendices.
The photos contained within this
publication are incredible and are sure to
fascinate any angler. While some of these are of
the questionable quality that we would expect
from the era, there remain many remarkable
efforts. For example, the image of a group of
anglers fishing upstream of Wellington Bridge in
the early 1930s (page 12) documents a section
of the river that I have personally walked past
thousands of times; it paints such a rich picture

compared to what is there now.
While remarkably, the same lime
trees remain growing, the bank is now
heavily overgrown and a very popular
fly tipping destination. To make matters
worse, significant sediment accumulation has
occurred along this channel and even beyond
Wellington Bridge, the scene of another superb
photo on page 20.
The double page spread of the salmon
haul (Irish Examiner archives, see next page)
confiscated from poachers in 1927 on pages 28/29
is simply epic and gives an indication not only
of the volume of fish present in that era, but also
the scale of economy it represented. Given the
levels of photographic technology at the time, the
staging of the scene and the appearance of the
persons, it’s not far-fetched to speculate this was
the modern-day equivalent of a record drugs haul
in terms of national media coverage.
While Dan O’ Donovan has clearly
invested significant time crafting this work, it
should be noted that he was not alone. He has
been assisted by broad range of contributors
and capable editor (Jack Power), whose note at
the beginning of the book is both accurate and
entertaining.
Contributors include skilled fly tiers, the
CEO of Inland Fisheries Ireland (IFI), Ciaran Byrne,
and many of the CSAA who offered accounts of
exactly what the River Lee means to them, one of
which was also translated to the native tongue,
which adds to the overall value of the book. These
accounts varied hugely from triumphant accounts

ABOVE

Book author Dan
O’ Donovan with
a fine salmon
before release. The
changing attitudes
among salmon
anglers towards
catch and release are
evident throughout
the book.

“For any person with an interest in the River Lee catchment, this book is
highly recommended. For somebody who has fished there, it shouldn’t be
missed. For anybody with an interest in Irish salmon fishing literature, this
is equally important and I hope this will inspire more to document the story
of their beloved rivers before such tales are lost.”
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An almost
unimaginable haul
of Lee salmon from
1927, confiscated by
Gardai at a poachers’
shed in Blackrock,
Cork City. Poaching
was a huge issue in
the 20s and 30s.
Image credit: Irish
Examiner archives
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of fish (and mournful tales of one’s getting away)
to nostalgic memories from the riverbank.
One of these describes an angler taking dip to
land a fish, which is a scenario I can certainly
empathise with. Other member’s accounts are of
descriptions on how to create “golden sprats” (a
renowned naturally-preserved lure on the Lee)
and observations on how to fish a Devon Minnow
effectively. These additional pieces serve as
breaks between the more substantial sections of
the book and, undoubtedly, enhance the genuine
and personal stamp that I’m sure readers will
already have felt.
Other sections note significant events
in the Irish salmon fishing realm, such as
the cessation of the driftnet fishery and the
devastating outbreak of ulcerative dermal
necrosis (UDN) across the country. There is also
effort towards documenting issues specific to the
Lee such as water management in the waterworks
area and the flooding of the Lee Valley, by the ESB,
in the 1950s.
For any person with an interest in
the River Lee catchment, this book is highly
recommended. For somebody who has fished
there, it shouldn’t be missed. For anybody with
an interest in Irish salmon fishing literature, this
is equally important and I hope this will inspire
more to document the story of their beloved
rivers before such tales are lost. Not only should
this book serve to inspire more such efforts, but
it should also serve as an example of how such a
significant effort could be undertaken effectively.
Outside of the angling cohort, both my
mother and uncle (who grew up in Inniscarra,
incidentally) read this book at length and the
production of this review effort was somewhat
delayed by an enthusiastic work colleague
borrowing of the book for a prolonged period.
Such persons may have minimal interest in
salmon fishing but I’m sure they appreciate the
significant part the species plays, in the story of
the Lee valley and local culture.

Time machine...
If one was fortunate enough to have had access
to a time machine, it seems the upper Lee in
April 1927 was the place to go. The spring run
had begun particularly early that year (before
Christmas) and by opening day it was noted
that the river was simple full of fish. The volumes
of salmon, their sheer sizes and the accounts
of those fortunate anglers who fished for them
are well documented in the book and make
for tremendous, and indeed mouth-watering,
reading, the chosen quote from JW Seigne (Irish
Bogs, 1928) having particular impact;
“I am lucky to have a friend who has some fishing
on the Lee… I stayed about ten days at the hut in
April, 1927… and never, except in Newfoundland,
have I seen so many salmon… AT a modest
estimate, some of the pools – which were all small
– mist have held between 300 and 400 fish.”

BELOW LEFT

Tommy O’Sullivan,
the only man still
alive to have caught
a giant Lee salmon.
42lbs in April 1950.

BELOW

Percy Williams with
two Lee salmon
from the 1930s, the
larger of which was
28lbs. Fish of this
size were relatively
commonplace then.

RIGHT

A famous Lee
fly, a modern
representation of the
“Lee Blue and Grey”
tied by Dave Carne

Having visited Newfoundland myself
in 2017, I can confirm that sadly, a similar fate
has reached the rivers of Talamh an Éisc on the
Eastern Canadian coast: ever decreasing runs, of
ever smaller salmon. However, Newfoundland
might be my second trip in the time machine!

Poaching
The topic of poaching is addressed at length
in the publication and the accounts of hauls,
violence, money, guns, betrayal, corruption and
likelihood of extortion are riveting and could
make suitable basis for a box office hit series. It’s
clear that salmon fed Cork City (and well beyond)
for many generations. The book tells us of Pat, a
poacher who inscribed his name on the Inniscarra
Weir fish pass “Here Sat Pat” (presumably with
a gaff). My mother had told me a story from her
childhood whereby a “Pat” used claim to own
French’s fishery once the sun went down! While
I imagine there was more than one “Pat” up to
those kinds of tricks, I wonder if this was the same
man or perhaps a very close relative. Pat’s legacy
and the lore around him clearly demonstrate
the extent of what a run of fish actually meant in
his era, but it also demonstrated how affective a
gaff was at intercepting moving fish for those so
inclined. Legend has it he once took over 30 fish in
an hour by this method…

RIGHT

Distinguished
Lee angler, Major
Barton’s 1901 Cork
District salmon
licence which
cost £1. The Major
caught a 28lb fish at
Inislinga on opening
day, February 1st.
The licence was
purchased from the
famous Cork tackle
firm of William
Ashton Hackett and
is signed by Mr.
Hackett himself
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An angler carrying
a fly-caught spring
salmon across a
ploughed field
near Macroom in
1953. This part of
the river is long
since ‘drowned’
(underwater)
Image credit: Irish
Examiner archives
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“scab-ies”, as they are called in Cork, still appear
occasionally in spring and summer months, their
occurrence in the river is now rare. The winter
spawning event was also usually accompanied by
significant volumes of diseased fish (I’m unsure if
this is actually UDN?), but in recent years there no
longer seem so be such volumes of fungus-ridden,
dead and dying fish in December, either. However,
I hope that this is reflecting less disease rather
than less salmon.

My story
It’s hardly surprising that I enjoyed this book
so much as the River Lee has always been so
close to my heart. I was born, lived most of my
life, educated from playschool to university, and
currently work, all within a stone’s throw of the
river. I have spent a significant portion of my life
engaging with the river, in one form or another.
While I have caught hundreds of salmon from
the Lee, there remains a very likely possibility
that I will not catch a hundred more, and I’m
by no means an ageing man. This book has
served to remind us of the current extreme
threats to the survival of the Atlantic salmon as
a species. Encouragingly, the book reinforces
the fact that salmon angling philosophies are
changing, and these must continue to change
more as time progresses. Irish salmon need this
change, alongside many other changes from a
management perspective, but all this is a story for
another day.

The lost river
The damming of the River Lee by the ESB in the
1950s led to the catchment being significantly
altered. Thereafter, salmon fishing was focused
on the nine miles of water along the lower Lee.
Above this, two large dams, and their associated
reservoirs now hide the drowned river and most
of the old valley (see below image of Rooves
Bridge, Coachford). This event not only devastated
salmon stocks but also displaced many families
from their homes. The book provides incredible
coverage of this event and its legacy since.
Hydroelectric systems have long angered
both anglers and environmental groups and the
Lee system is no different. A 2015 short movie
“River Runner” (promoted in this very magazine

at the time and now available on YouTube here)
highlighted many important issues in the Lee
Valley. While contemporary focus is often upon
the current negative effect the dams have on the
remaining river, this books also reminds us of
what was lost beneath the current reservoirs, the
details of which are fascinating.

UDN outbreaks
The UDN epidemic of the 1960s must have been
heart-breaking for anybody that experienced
it. While this event hit the entire country, and
beyond, the Lee was particularly badly affected.
The book discusses this event with the respect
it deserves and notes that many anglers simply
gave up angling, with some never returning. While

Tomás Kavanagh

ABOVE

Rooves Bridge near
Coachford before the
dam construction.
Looking east and
downstream shows
a lovely series of
highly productive
streams and pools,
all now lost beneath
the reservoir.

RIGHT

Photo of my father
and I with a peal in
1996, one of my first
Lee salmon

Where to buy
Salmon of the River Lee comes fully recommended and is
available from the following sources for approx. €35-40.
It is of a limited run:
ONLINE

www.anglebooks.com

“While I have caught hundreds of salmon from the Lee, there remains a
very likely possibility that I will not catch a hundred more, and I’m by no
means an ageing man. This book has served to remind us of the current
extreme threats to the survival of the Atlantic salmon as a species.”
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JACQUES COUSTEAU
The Silent World, 1953
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A day in the life of a Fisheries Officer
What is it like to work on the ground for Inland Fisheries Ireland and could
this be a job for you? Inland Fisheries Ireland has just launched a recruitment
campaign for Seasonal Fisheries Officer positions around the country. Current
officers Darren Halpin and Ronan Cusack give their stories.

How did you become a Fisheries
Officer?
I was always fishing as a young fella.
My uncle was in fisheries for over 30
years so I was always intrigued about
what he did. He was a good influence
in my life and I followed his footsteps
right into my career.
What does an average day look like?
I go into the office in the morning,
meet the Assistant Inspector and go
through any emails that have come
through. Then we plan out our day

and what we’re going to do - it might
be a spawning patrol, estuary patrol or
coastal patrol.
What is your favourite part of the job?
There’s a lot to be said about getting
up in the morning and wanting to
go into work. You’re outdoors, out
walking, you’re allowed work on your
own initiative a lot of the time, too,
which is great.
I’m interested in nature and wildlife.
I love walking the banks of the rivers
just to see the fish, wildlife along the

Darren Halpin
Shannon River Basin District

On kayak patrol. Each day as a fisheries officer is different.

river. There is such variety in the job
– you could be doing boat patrols,
estuary patrols, ski or kayak patrols.
There is always something different.
What is the most challenging thing
about the job?
Sometimes dealing with the public
can be challenging. You could be
dealing with a pollution incident on
a farm – one farmer might be very
accommodating and there is no issue
and then another farmer could be
argumentative or confrontational. You
have to be able to handle that.
You do a lot of unsocial hours too. But
you get used to it.

“

There’s a lot to be said about getting up in the morning and wanting
to go into work. You’re outdoors, out walking, you’re allowed work
on your own initiative a lot of the time, too, which is great.

Fisheries officers Darren Halpin and Val Fitzpatrick using a high-spec scope to look for illegal nets and lines

What do you think are the most
important skills needed for the job?
Communication skills are important.
You are dealing with the public all the
time. Every situation can be different
– there are different ways in how you
communicate and react to situations.
Team work is also a big thing, you are
working as a team all the time so you
need to be comfortable with that.
What would you say to someone
considering a job in fisheries?
If you’re really into the outdoors and
fishing, then it’s definitely the job for
you. You will get as much out of it as
you put in.
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How did you become a Fisheries
Officer?

If you like the great outdoors and being beside water
then chances are you’ll like being a fisheries officer

For as long as I can remember, I had
an ambition to work in the fishery
service. I live on the shores of Lough
Mask and have been a fanatical
angler since a very young age.
My grandfather worked in the old
fisheries trust back in the 1950’s, he
was followed by my father who also
worked as a Fisheries Officer and
retired ten years ago after 46 years’
service.
I got the opportunity to take up a 12
month contract with the Western
Regional Fisheries Board in 2006 and I
was lucky enough to secure a full time
job within a short period after joining.

“

Working as a fishery officer is a fantastic career which
keeps you in touch with the outside world. Every day is
different and extremely rewarding.

What is your favourite part of the job?

Ronan Cusack
Western River Basin District

My favourite part of the job is working
outside. I have always enjoyed
the outdoor life and the idea of
being cooped up in an office is not
something I could do long term.
A fishery officer’s job offers a huge
amount of variety. You never know
from one day to the next what lies
before you and you also get the
opportunity to meet some amazing
characters.
What is the most challenging thing
about the job?
The most challenging element of the
job is the ongoing resource challenge.
There is so much that we want to be
able to do to maintain and develop
our rivers and lakes.
What do you think are the most
important skills needed for the job?
In my opinion, people skills are very
important because you are dealing
with stakeholders and members of
the public all the time. There are times
when anglers or landowners do not
agree with some fishery policies but
by having a good relationship and
ensuring clear communication, there
is usually a positive outcome.
>>
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Licence inspections are a routine part of a fisheries officer’s schedule

What does an average day as a
Fisheries Officer look like?

On bike patrol

Our year goes in cycles. For instance,
this time of year we are carrying out
management work on the lakes and
rivers.

Spend your summer in some of Ireland’s most beautiful locations patrolling,
protecting and enhancing our lakes, rivers and waterways

Late spring / early summer usually
brings fine weather which can cause
water levels in some small rivers
and streams to drop considerably
leaving both adult and juvenile fish
very vulnerable. This means we need
to carry out what is known as salvage
work and involves the removal of fish
using electro-fishing equipment and
relocating them in a deeper safer part
of the system.
Maintenance of all foot-bridges,
fishing stands and stiles can take up
a good part of the summer months
too. Late summer also involves the
removal of excessive vegetation
in some of the rivers and streams
allowing a safer and easier passage
for spawning trout. This includes
the replacement of spawning gravel
which may have been lost in winter
floods.
The autumn and winter months are
spent on equipment maintenance and
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Inland Fisheries Ireland are delighted to announce the launch of their Seasonal
Recruitment Campaign for the role of Fisheries Officers.

river patrols which are also carried
out at night. During the spawning
season trout congregate in rivers and
streams in large numbers and are
very exposed to predation.
Throughout the year, we
communicate with anglers. This
is crucial as we rely on them for
information in order to compile up to
date weekly angling reports.
What would you say to someone
considering applying for a role as a
Fisheries Officer?

Working as a fishery officer is a
fantastic career which keeps you
in touch with the outside world.
Every day is different and extremely
rewarding. There are times when
you are expected to work long hours
in cold harsh conditions, which
admittedly can be tough. Fishery
officers are a tight-knit bunch, they’re
great people to work with.

These six-month contract roles are an excellent opportunity to spend your summer
outdoors helping to patrol and protect and enhance the rivers, lakes and waterways of
our beautiful country.
The roles are nationwide, and are located across our six River Basin Districts (RBD’s),
with contracts commencing from late April 2019.
If you think you have what it takes and would like to see a full job description and to find
out how to apply please go to www.fisheriesireland.ie/careers by clicking HERE

Words & images by
Inland Fisheries Ireland
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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

/ TRONIXPRO1

/ TRONIXPRO

#TRONIXPRO #VIRTUOSO

FOR NEWS, BLOGS AND YOUR NEAREST STOCKIST VISIT WWW.TRONIXPRO.COM
#YOURCATCHES - CAUGHT A PRIZED CATCH ON OUR GEAR, WE WANT TO KNOW ABOUT IT, SUBMIT
YOURS TODAY AT WWW.TRONIXFISHING.COM/YOUR-CATCHES
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A short story by - Josh Checkeroski
Edited by - Alan Moore

Disappearing shadows...
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Three weeks in we had exhausted all our
playlists and eaten from every taco stand in the
pueblo. Become experts at harvesting coconuts
too. The sweeter, rounder ones our staple.
We’ll live off the land, we thought. Eat what
we catch and drink coco water. Both allowing
the fantasy to fill the stale rental-car air.
Fatigue hanging loosely from our shoulders.
Night-feeding crabs had found a burrowing
route under our tents and all sorts of nasty
bugs found their way in daily. Drinking water
was always hot. Sweaty sand everywhere as
if Bowie himself had glitterized us. Thrice
already we greased local policia (‘Jacksons’)
for some ‘unspecified traffic offense’.
Ah, back in Mexico to fish for permit.
And lovin... I wouldn’t say loving every
minute of it, but I was still fully in to it.
We’ve hit these same shores for many years on
our DIY fishing trips, ever since Jake landed
the elusive one some years back. Out of either
respect or jealousy it became my mission.
An obsession, to tell you straight. I have
spotted them. Cast into water effervescent
with busily feeding fish. Even hooked
them, only to see their shadows disappear.
Retrieving the empty line leaves a bitter
taste that lingers and haunts all evening.
Weeks hunting one fish will test you but this
year had been especially brutal. Beaches
immaculate in their plastic filth. Fields of
Sargassum stacking the coastline, lashed by
meter high turbid waves, creating a maze
of flyline nightmares. I still have shrimppatterned bugs, pre-tied in Idaho, temporarily
tattooed on my chest from casting into
ferocious winds. Well, ferocious relative to
the most times Caribbean calm, where the
breeze blows still and without intention.
Unfishable these past couple of days
though. We needed a plan to keep me sane.
We resolved to borrowing a paddle board
and tarpon-fishing ‘lee side of lagoons’. A
nautical term I would be happy never to
hear again. As you may know, this acrobatic
fighter is a hell of a lot of fun. Not what I
had flown down for though. And Laguna’s
are hot. Relentless. Remorseless heat. No
boats for the DIY’ers either. Fly-fishing
from a board in sweetwater croc’ territory
is a heavy stress. In remote lagunas of
Mexico I was losing my goddamn mind.

pounding amount of cigarettes. An effortless
ritual. We’d talk about the day. Chat with
other anglers around town. This evening I
was only half there with Jake. My obsession
devouring every thought. No trace of rest.

Why? Why haven’t I? Beats me. You’ve cast to
feeding fish, changed bugs. Another perfect
presentation. Slow steady strips. Yeah you’ve
done everything right. There’s Nick the guide.
He says ‘when they’re acting like princesas
you gotta make ‘em aggressive. Bring out
the Jack in ‘em. Strip fast mate’ Uumm. His
clients there eating lobster dinner fresh
outta their flats boots, still glistening in
SPF1000 probably listening to the same
advice for tomorrow. Maybe I’ll try it myself...

The blue of the now
calm sea and the
endless sky melted
into one, punctuated
only by the white
tumbling over the
reef with a quiet
thunderous roll...

“Blood orange sunset. Good omen for
tomorrow.”
“Sure is, buddy.”

Either he’s obsessed too or he knows I
desperately want it...
The blue of the now calm sea and the endless
sky melted into one, punctuated only by the
white tumbling over the reef with a quiet
thunderous roll. Miles of constant ripples
gently slapping my calves. My slow stalking
steps not near nimble enough. Gin clear water
discoloured with every wade. Behind me the
turquoise hue softly returned, erasing my path.
Previous day’s irritation turned to exuberant
expectation. Such regular interchange of
contrasting emotions exhausting. But I
had no time for that here. Plenty of time
for tiredness back home. Who wouldn’t
like to be where I was? Uninterrupted bliss.
“Permit, 10 o’clock!”
I cast into the zone and they were on it. A
slow strip with a tense thumb. Feeling the
set, its suddenness betraying the softness.
An inward scream of ecstasy louder than
cymbals announcing the orchestra. Then
the realisation of the opera that was about
to unfold. A tailfin splashed a violent
flick, as it turned to run, like a scorned
lover’s final spinning on escaping heels.

... miles of constant
ripples gently
slapping my calves.
My slow stalking
steps not near
nimble enough.
Gin clear water
discoloured with
every wade.

Josh Checkeroski (edited by Alan Moore)

We headed back to our local café. Drinking
double shot espressos and smoking a head-
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SERIES ON ENGLISH FISHING

DERMOT OGLE

Deep water aliens
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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 many new experiences and venues.
In this new series, he showcases the best of his English fishing
which, over the past few seasons, has allowed him to target a
childhood fascination - zander.

I

CAN CLEARLY REMEMBER
the intrigue I had when I first
became aware of a peculiar
species that was a hot topic in the
UK-based angling magazines when I
was a kid. Back then, the ‘pikeperch’,
or zander to give it its proper title,
was a relatively new species that
was making a reputation for itself
across the water in England. In that
period of my life, I spent pretty much
any spare time pestering the pike
and perch along the rivers Suck and
Shannon and could only imagine
how cool a fish that had many of
the attributes and hunting skills of
both the pike and perch might be.
To my young mind it seemed be the
ultimate predator!
As it turned out, it would be
a great many years after my initial
interest in zander was sparked that
I’d actually get around to specifically
targeting them. Obviously, for
geographical reasons, I was never
going to be able to target them in
my home country (they simply don’t
exist). For a number of years, I’d been
aware of their existence in Rutland
Water in the east English midlands.
Rutland is a water I’d already fished
for many years for the trout but the
opportunity to deliberately target
zander never really presented itself.
So, over a few pints and a couple
of days afloat, my good friend

Danny Hanson and I hatched a plan
to make a trip over to Rutland to have
a go at the zander.
From then on it was
‘Mission Zed’! I gleaned whatever
information I could from my vast
bank of international social media
‘zed pests’, tapping up most of the
Dutch high-fliers on the predator
angling scene for little nuggets of
wisdom that might point us in the
direction of Sander lucioperca. My
German tackle sponsors, Iron Claw,
were a huge help in terms supplying
us with the appropriate tackle, which
we couldn’t really source in Ireland
at the time. When we turned up at
Rutland I think we were
about as prepared as
we could have been.
We had heads full
of techniques and
tactics, and bags
full of zander
kit - we were
totally ready
to do this! It
might seem
strange
that we

were so confident in catching a
species neither of us had ever even
set eyes on before, let alone caught,
but we were no strangers to vertical
fishing or deep water thanks to our
perch exploits back in Ireland and,
don’t forget, I’d been reading about
the ‘pikeperch’ for decades!
ENGLISH ZANDER...
Although their original introductions
into lakes at Woburn Abbey near
what is now Milton Keynes in 1878,
and later release into the Great
Ouse Relief Channel in the early
60s was legal, their spread across
the waterways of east England
thereafter is somewhat chequered
and not without controversy. Still to
this day, zander stockings are still
hotly contested. Among those who
debate their introduction and
ultimate and inevitable
spread, the species has
two fairly distinct
camps; those who
hate them and
those who love
‘zeds’.

Although some people
mistakenly refer to zander as
‘pikeperch’ (snoekbaars in Dutch),
there’s simply no getting away from
the fact that they really do resemble
a hybrid between the two, with the
prominent dorsal fin of the perch and
the snout and slightly more elongated
body profile of a pike. You’d be
forgiven for thinking it is some kind
of pike-perch mutant, but it isn’t, it
is a species in its own right. Once
you start to imagine that the zander
might make a living as a predator by
adapting the hunting styles of both
pike and perch you won’t go too far
wrong when it comes to locating and
targeting them, in my opinion.
Zander, when small (called
schoolies, like with bass), tend to
shoal together much like perch do
but once they get to a certain size
they become more solitary, much
like a pike. They’re somewhat of an
anomaly when it comes to freshwater
fish species in that they can be caught
in very shallow water using massive
lures intended for pike or down as
deep as you can go while using all

sorts of lures (and baits). The trick
really is in knowing when to do what!
Another rather interesting
fact to add is that, during the late
spring, male zander will guard and
lay vigil over the nest of eggs and
protect its young. During this period
they will snap at anything that comes
near the nest. There are perhaps
ethical issues over targeting zander
during ‘nesting season’ as to catch
a zander while its guarding its nest
might leave the juveniles vulnerable
to predation, but that’s a whole other
discussion.

SERIES ON ENGLISH FISHING

1. (previous page) A very plump,
mid-double zander from the
mighty Rutland. I’ve really come
to love fishing for this species in
the past few years.
2. Another lovely double caught
whilst vertical jigging. Like any
method, it takes some practice
but with the aid of an echo
sounder it’s an awful lot more
effective.
3. I hate the term ‘fish finders’
but with zander you can quite
often locate dense packs held
up on or very near the bottom,
often in very deep water.

CATCHING YOUR FIRST ZED
Although I haven’t found zander
to be particularly fussy in terms of
bait style, size or colour but there’s
generally a clear preference from day
to day, you’ll just need to go through
the motions to figure that out for
yourself. There is, however, a fairly
clear formula for locating, targeting
and, almost as importantly, hooking
zander (more on that later).

Once you start to imagine that the zander might make a living as a
predator by adapting the hunting styles of both pike and perch you
won’t go too far wrong when it comes to locating and targeting them...
2
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4. For all their critics (and there
are many of those), zander are a
really very attractive fish.
5. Match the hatch? I’m not sure
zander are all that fussy but
here’s a shot of a regurgitated
perch from a 7lb’er and the bait
it was caught with.
6. Lots of lures will catch zander,
like this Slim Jim shad-type
pattern. Being honest, I’ve found
that lure choice is not really that
important for zeds.
7. For effective deep water
zander fishing choose to spend
more money on braid than
the reel - trust me! Ultra-thin
8-strands aren’t cheap but are
the best for this style of angling
as they allow more direct
contact and better presentation.
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For the sake of simplicity,
I’m going to go through a typical
approach to targeting zander on
Rutland’s three thousand acres of
water. The same patterns seem to
apply to many other waters too.
Of all the predatory
species I target while afloat, zander
are one species where I can say,
unequivocally, that an echo sounder
or ‘fish-finder’ (I hate calling them
that) is a huge help. As a deep-water
specialist, zander tend to have a
slightly more pronounced swimbladder than pike, perch, bream or
roach, for example, and these cavities
within the zander’s body often
betray them to anyone who knows
what they’re looking at on an echosounder. Bigger zander can reveal
themselves as an arch or ‘banana’
shape, often up in the water column
and the buzzword these days is to
call these fish ‘pelagic’. The smaller
ones appear to me as ‘broken ground’
right down on the deck, stuck hard to
the bottom of the reservoir. Look for
any structure or deviation in depth
and if there are a few ‘arcs’ and a bit
of broken ground around it then I’d
confidently drop a lure down and
wait for a strike. I’m speaking here
about fishing vertically, straight
under the boat, but casting lures for
zander, even in deep water, can be
seriously productive. For the moment

If there’s one wrongdoing
I see while afloat on the big ressies’
then it’s novices (or often so-called
experts) aggressively ‘pirking’ for
zander. I don’t know whether they’d
appreciate it or not, but I’d love to
side up to them and tell them to
STOP! Repeated, huge upward sweeps
of the rod as though they’re out in
the Atlantic pirking for cod isn’t how
it’s done, in my opinion. They’re far
more likely to foul hook a zander or
anything else that’s down there while
fishing in this way.
Effective vertical jigging for
zander is a very passive, inactive,
almost ‘not fishing’ style of jigging.
I really can’t overemphasise this
point; in this case ‘jigging’ really is
a misnomer! It might surprise you
to know that we’ll regularly catch
just as many, and sometimes more,
zander on our ‘dead-rod’, a rod simply
left across the gunwales and a jig
lowered to the bottom. We don’t
touch that rod, we just keep an eye
on it. It’s an idle rod, simply doing

5
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Effective vertical jigging for zander is a very passive, inactive,
almost ‘not fishing’ style of jigging. I really can’t overemphasise
this point; in this case ‘jigging’ really is a misnomer!

though, I’ll stick with vertical
methods.
I mentioned earlier that
to target zander you may need to
imagine a hunting style somewhere
between pike and perch. Zander can
be, and regularly are, caught both
on huge lures (25cm+) intended for
pike and conversely caught on micro
baits while perch fishing but there
is an optimum size and style of bait
to specifically target zeds. Normally,
I’d go for a soft bait of around 15cms,
which could be a shad, worm, pintail shad, split-tail shad… there’s a
huge array of option currently on the
market but the main aim, regardless
of the lure pattern, is to get it down
there in front of the zander’s face.
On the big English reservoirs, like
Rutland or Grafham, you are often
finding and fishing for zander in
depths of 50, 60, 70ft and more!

nothing just lying there, static, then
out of nowhere it bounces to life and
you’ve got to grab it as quickly as you
can. Zander really don’t need a bait
to be hoicked up and down madly
for it to be appealing. Quite on the
contrary, a tiny, sharp, short lift of
the rod followed by a long and steady
pause for often up to and sometimes
over 10 seconds, is usually sufficient.
The bites when they come can be
anything from a violent shock up
the rod and through your arm, to the
tiniest of tiny plucks. Whichever it
is, it should be met with a sharp and
determined upward strike of the rod,
which is where the quality of your rod
will tell.
TOOLS OF THE TRADE
As with many predators, zander have
very bony mouths and if your hooks
are blunt or in the wrong place your

hook-hold will simply fail. If your rod
is cheap and floppy or is designed for
drop-shotting for perch it won’t have
the back-bone to set the hooks no
matter how sharp they are, especially
when fishing extreme depths. Opt
for a brute, stiff-as-a-poker type rod
and you’ll never detect those ultralight, plucky bites that you often get
with zander. Ultimately, what you’re
looking for is a rod that’s sensitive
enough to detect small bites yet
‘tippy’ enough to set the hook, which
is quite a specific tool really.
Reels don’t need to be
too high end. In fact, I’d almost
recommend sacrificing some of
your reel budget for a quality, lowdiameter braided mainline - it really
can make all the difference. High
quality, thin lines can cut through
the water’s drag and help keep your
baits vertically down on the deck
where they need to be, in contact >>

7
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8. An idyllic dawn and perfect
conditions for vertical jigging
for zander. Although far
from necessary, control &
presentation are far superior
when it is calm.
9. A chunky Rutland zander
taken from over 50ft down on
a winter’s evening. To be safe,
I ‘spear’ released this one,
plunging it back down to the
depths. Recaptures across
Europe suggest this really does
work for deep water.

with the rod. Leader material is
a much-argued subject as people
get all ‘bent outta shape’ over the
fluorocarbon vs. wire debate. Without
doubt, a fluorocarbon leader, when
tied directly to your mainline, is a far
neater option but whether it actually
out-fishes wire I honestly can’t say.
Over the past few years
I’ve very rarely encountered any
pike (landing all I’ve hooked) and
I’d go so far as to say that if you are
meeting too many pike while zander
fishing then you’re doing it wrong!
Pike tend to like a far more active
and vigorous bait presentation, in
my opinion. Although zeds do have
many teeth, they’re not quite like
that of a pike’s and won’t generally
cut through a quality line. Mainlines
don’t need to resemble tow-rope
either, as fishing for zander requires
far more finesse than for pike. Think
of it almost like slightly beefed-up
perch fishing and, because there’s
no need for casting monster baits or
wild jerking movements with giant
lures, a mainline braid of around
15lb breaking strain is about right for
zander in my experience.
With a good selection of
quality, pin-sharp jig hooks and
stingers, you’re about ready to

catch your first zander. If you’re
thinking of tackling Rutland (or its
sister water, Grafham) in mid to
late autumn, which is about prime
time, I’d recommend jig heads of
around 30g and a good drogue or
electric motor to manage drift speeds.
Rutland Water supply boats with
motors, anchors, life jackets, nets and
drogues as standard for a day’s fishing
so you only need to worry about your
rods, reels and bait.

9

HANDLE WITH CARE
I’ve come to really admire zander
over the years and enjoy all the little
intricacies, tricks and gimmicks that
goes with zander fishing. It’s been a
huge learning curve, not least on the
actual species themselves, but all the
little specifics around targeting them
successfully and getting to know this
intriguing and much-misunderstood
fish.
I personally strive to handle
them with as much care as possible,
as I know how fragile and delicate
every zander that I catch is, and so
I feel there are a few extra points to
make here. Rutland and Grafham
are relatively deep bodies of water
and quite often zander can be

8

Over the past few years I’ve very rarely encountered any pike
and I’d go so far as to say that if you are meeting too many pike
while zander fishing then you’re doing it wrong!

encountered in some of the deepest
water available to them. In the case
of Rutland this could mean anything
up to 100 feet!
Actively targeting
overwintering zander in such deep
water presents a bit of an ethical
dilemma as they are likely to ‘gasup’ as we bring them up from such
depths (just like the ‘bends’ in
humans). In the worst case scenario,
their eyes literally pop out of their
heads and their stomachs protrude
out through their mouths as they
struggle to adjust to the huge changes
in water pressure on the way to the
surface.
Even in shallower water,
the accepted thing to with zeds is to
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literally ‘spear’ them back down to
the depths. It may feel like a strange
thing to do, and it took some getting
used to having carefully placed all
fish back in the water my whole
life, but it works and you can often
see your returned fish on the echo
sounder swimming strongly back to
the depths and no worse off for your
brief encounter.
Both Rutland and Grafham
open for predator fishing from
September through to around
January. It’s generally agreed that
Rutland holds the greater number of
zander whereas Grafham holds the
bigger specimens and I’d recommend
concentrating your initial efforts on
Rutland Water until you get the hang

For more details
on fishing both
Rutland & Grafham
please click HERE

of things and then perhaps heading
over to Grafham to try for a big one.
Tight lines, ‘zed heads’!
Dermot Ogle

NEXT TIME I’ll be
tempting you across the
pond with some truly huge
perch!
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Proudly stocking a wide range of Headbanger
and Zman lures, plus the full NEW range of Aphex
rods from Tronix - shop in-store or online
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Unit D, Southgate, Cork St., Dublin 8

www.southsideangling.ie
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Greater water boatman

#otslookout

On the l

kout...

Some wildlife to keep an eye out for when fishing this January, February & March

Raven
Scientific name: Corvus corax

Although often incorrectly identified simply as a ‘crow’,
the raven is the largest member of the crow family and
one of seven species. This is a very large bird, much
bigger than any other black-coloured bird you will
see in Ireland or the UK. Found in almost all habitats
from city centres to the coasts, ravens do generally
prefer seclusion. Like most crow species, they are a
highly intelligent bird, which have been shown to solve
complex problems. In fact, along coasts you may have
seen ravens picking up shellfish and dropping them
from a height to break open the shell. Their strong,
stout beak allows them eat a wide diet including small
mammals, reptiles, amphibians and insects although
carrion (dead animals) is their favourite. Ravens are
highly territorial birds and, when paired for breeding in
spring, will vigorously defend their patch from others.

Scientific name: Notonecta glauca

Water boatmen, named thanks to their oar-like swimming
legs, are also commonly called common backswimmers
given that they swim upside down, clinging to the water’s
surface awaiting their prey. There are two major groups,
the lesser (Corixa) and greater. Found across all freshwater
ponds, ditches and lakes, these aquatic insects are
voracious predators, hunting other insects, small
fish and tadpoles. With incredible swimming speed,
they catch prey and inject a toxic saliva which breaks their
food down into a soupy mush. Around 1-2cm in size, greater
water boatmen are true bugs, meaning they can fly between
one water source and another. Often they can be found in
water tanks, bird baths and even large puddles. A common
and interesting pond-dipping species for children but beware,
they can inflict a nasty bite!

Primrose
Scientific name: Primula vulgaris

The latin name of the wild primrose translates as ‘first flower’,
hinting that it is one of the first to be seen blooming in the
new year. In some places it may even flower in December.
An attractive native plant, with pale-yellow, creamy flowers,
primroses are frequent along damp roadsides, in shady
woodlands and along river and stream banks, often forming
low-lying carpets on slightly acid soils. Occasionally, a rare
pink form occurs. They are pollinated by bees and other
insects, including butterflies. In Irish folklore, they were
considered to bring bad luck to livestock should they be
brought indoors. These are not the same flowers that
‘primrose oil’ comes from.

Common periwinkle
Scientific name: Littorina littorea

Periwinkles, or often called winkles for short, are one of our most
common marine shellfish, found in abundance along all seashores
on rocks and stones but also over sands. This snail is a herbivore
and feeds mostly on seaweeds and algae, which it scrapes off rocks
with its rasping tongue. Related to other gastropods such as limpets
and whelks, winkles are usually small, reaching about 15-20mm in
size. The shells of dead common periwinkles are often inhabited by
hermit crabs. To protect themselves against drying out at low tide,
periwinkles (like most marine snails) excrete a mucus which hardens
and seals the shell opening. A common food of many birds and fish,
winkles are also highly edible for humans and we have a long history
of ‘winkle picking’.

“ Those who contemplate the beauty of the earth find reserves
of strength that will endure as long as life lasts”
Rachel Carson, The sense of wonder (1965)
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Irish hare
Scientific name: Lepus timidus hibernicus

The Irish hare is a legally-protected sub-species of
mountain hare only found in Ireland, with closely related
cousins found throughout Europe. Irish hares are much
larger than rabbits, with large, powerful hind legs which
allow them to achieve very fast speeds of up to 70kph.
They are separate from brown hares found in Northern
Ireland and live in a variety of places from coastal
grasslands and salt marshes to upland moors. They
are most abundant on lowland pastures and areas that
provide short grass, herbs and heather. Unlike rabbits
they do not burrow but instead lie in areas of flattened
grass called forms. The life span of a mountain hare in
Ireland is a maximum of 9 years with up to three litters of
leverets possible a year.
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bit

MAKING THE COMPLICATED SIMPLE

Pt.2

The spread
of roach
in Ireland

Above & inset:
Unlike Ireland, roach have declined hugely
in the UK during the same period and there
are now active initiatives to breed and
restock them into waterways
(image credit: Avon Roach Project)

In little over half a century, roach have become one of the most
widespread and perhaps numerous freshwater fish in Irish
freshwaters, with significant consequences, both positive and
negative. In part 2 of this article, we 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.

I

As we learned in part one of
this piece (available here, for
those that missed it), with the
help of anglers as well as by natural
means, roach colonised much of
Ireland in less than 30 years, from
the early 1960s onwards, to the
point where they are now, surely
our most numerous freshwater
species. Incidentally, this is in

72

Jan - Feb 2019

direct contrast to the UK, where
roach populations have suffered
widespread decline in the same
period.
A commonly used definition
of an invasive species is “a plant,
animal, pathogen or other organism
that is non-native to an ecosystem
and which may cause economic or
environmental harm or adversely

affect human health”. The word
‘invasive’ is not simply a proxy for
non-native, as not all introduced
species show true invasive
tendencies. Carp in Ireland would
be a prime example, where it is
highly doubtful that this introduced
species would have survived at all
without human assisted spread
and stockings. Invasives possess

genetic, ecological and or biological
traits that increase their likelihood
of surviving and adapting to new
environments, allowing them to
out-compete and often displace
native species. From a scientific
stand point, the humble roach
certainly fits these criteria.
WHAT MAKES ROACH INVASIVE?
The more technical term for the
colonisation of roach across Irish
waterways is a biological invasion.
A common, if not inevitable,
occurrence of such invasions are
population explosions, where huge
numbers are produced in the early

Invasives possess genetic, ecological and or biological
traits that increase their likelihood of surviving and
adapting to new environments, allowing them to outcompete and often displace native species... the humble
roach certainly fits these criteria.

stages of spread, as the species
takes advantage of new habitats
and resources. Unsurprisingly,
some truly huge catches of roach
were caught from various venues
in the early invasion phase, most
notably the Rivers Erne and Bann,
which both produced world record
weights in the 1970s and early 80s.
Pete Burrell’s 5-hour match weight
of 259lb 3oz in 1981 from the Sillies
River, a small spawning tributary
of the River Erne near Enniskillen,
Co. Fermanagh, is one of the most
famous examples. He landed three
6oz fish a minute on average and
the top five competitors in that
event, which included Bill Knot

(pictured next page) averaged
almost 200lb of roach apiece!
Population explosions
do not always happen, of course,
not even with roach, and many
early, ‘pioneering’ populations fail
due to low numbers (propagule
pressure), unsuitable environmental
conditions or perhaps extinction
via predation. Even where numbers
do boom early on, as on the Erne/
Sillies, most waters are unable to
sustain such large populations
for very long (food resources) and
densities usually stabilise within a
few years.
One of the key
characteristics which allows
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Left:
Bill Knot Snr. with one of several huge roach
bags taken from the Sillees River, Enniskillen
in 1981 during the early colonisation phase
of the Erne system when numbers boomed
(image courtesy of Keith Arthur)
Right:
A male Shannon roach showing spawning
tubercles (bumps) in late spring. Not only are
roach are a highly fecund species but they
are also able to breed in almost any habitat

roach populations to spread so
quickly comes from their highly
adaptable nature. Roach are what
are known as ‘trophic generalists’,
meaning they are able to exploit
different food resources and diets,
regardless of water productivity,
without it affecting their growth.
They are equally able to survive on
a diet of zooplankton (pelagic, up
in the water column) as they are
on invertebrates (mostly benthic,
on the bottom). This means
competition from other species like
bream and tench is never really an
issue.
The adaptable food regime
and fast growth of roach allows
them to reach sexual maturity and
spawn very early on in life, typically
at 2-4 years old and at <12cm
in length (males mature before
females). Studies have shown that
roach will usually begin spawning at
water temperatures of 14-15°C. Like
Irish bream, this is usually in May.
As with most members of the carp
family (cyprinids), fecundity - the
number of eggs produced - is very
high in roach, with numbers ranging
from 25,000 to 1,000,000 eggs per
kg, depending on fish size. While the
survival rate of roach fry may not be
higher than any other species, early
mortalities are offset by the sheer
numbers produced.
Unlike their cousins,
bream and rudd, roach can spawn
and lay eggs not just on aquatic
vegetation but also on stones and
other substrates, allowing them
to breed successfully where other
cyprinids may struggle. They also
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One of the key characteristics which allows roach
populations to spread so quickly comes from their highly
adaptable nature... they are able to exploit different food
resources and diets... without it affecting their growth
demonstrate homing behaviour,
returning to traditional spawning
grounds annually and, as many
anglers will have experienced,
often travel up rivers to spawn. In
fact, research suggests that roach
seem to favour overhanging willow
roots for laying their eggs on which
may partly explain their river
migrations even when connected
lakes have suitable spawning areas
(overhanging willows frequently
grow along riverbanks).
WHAT ARE THEIR IMPACTS?
Given the above characteristics, it
should be clear to see how roach
spread so far and so quickly in
Ireland. Although rarely spoken
about in angling circles, roach have
had some major impacts on Irish
waters. Most notably is their effect
on rudd populations, which decline
quickly in almost any water where
roach appear, sometimes becoming
almost extinct, locally. This is
simply due to the fact that roach
are competitively superior to rudd,
as both juveniles and adults. In
open-water habitats roach are more

efficient feeders. Roach are faster
swimmers when feeding, eat a
wider range of prey, grow faster and
spawn earlier in the year. However,
rudd, which consume a lot of plantbased material, are better able to
withstand roach invasions in more
enclosed, weedy environments.
Numerous Irish studies,
mostly led by Dr. Brian Hayden,
have shown the clear dietary
overlap between bream and roach.
Again, similar to the situation with
rudd, roach grow faster, spawn
more prolifically and are generally
more adaptable than bream, which
are surprisingly slow growing and
selective about where they live and
feed.
Roach also compete
heavily with perch and, in enriched
(eutrophic) lakes, are able to
exploit niche foods like blue-green
algae (cyanobacteria) as a food
source, unlike perch. This is one,
over-simplified, reason why many
Irish lakes with deteriorating water
quality (e.g. Lough Corrib, Lough
Sheelin) have shifted from being
perch-dominated to over-run with
roach in recent decades.
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Roach invasion timeline
in Irish waters
First noticed in Erne catchment
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

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

Angling booming, but...

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

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

Erne population explosion

First introduction
Roach accidentally released
by English angler into the
River Blackwater near Lismore,
Waterford. Spread upriver was
slow but steady

76

Jan - Feb 2019

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)

Roach continue to spread but
invasion has slowed. Many
waters appear to have reached
a new ecological balance

Nationwide distribution

Invasion continues

Stocked in Galbally Lough

Roach, here to stay

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

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

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
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The introduction of roach
has also negatively affected
the native pollan (Coregonus
autumnalis), a deep-water
whitefish, to the point where, in
most lakes where the two species
clashed, such as Lough Neagh
and Lough Erne, populations
have severely declined through
competition for food or have
become extinct altogether. The
same can be said of Arctic char
(Salvelinus alpinus). Although
roach cannot be solely blamed
for the decline in either pollan or
char – poor water quality is a huge
issue for these species – they have
certainly contributed significantly to
it in many cases.
The relationship between
roach and wild brown trout
stocks is interesting. Whilst there
is no denying that trout stocks
across Ireland have suffered
due to declining water quality
(enrichment) in recent decades,
where roach and trout coexist in
mesotrophic waters (ones that are
not enriched) they appear to exploit
different food resources (MassaGallucci, 2009). It is only when the
lake shifts to being more eutrophic
that trout stocks really begin to
suffer from roach competition, even
though pike predation on trout
reduces in the presence of roach

(see latest Inland Fisheries Ireland
research, here). Furthermore,
because of its feeding habits, roach
can have a significant impact on
water quality through heightening
the effects of nutrient enrichment
– more bad news for salmonids.
Roach have also been documented
to impact some water bird
populations (e.g. Lough Neagh).
HYBRIDISATION
Widespread hybridisation
between roach and bream was
recorded throughout Ireland in
the 1970s and 1980s following the
establishment of invasive roach
populations. This often-high level
of roach-bream hybridisation is
rather unique to Irish waters, and
is thought to be largely due to our
inherently changeable climate and
intermittent spawning windows for
both species. This is especially so
on larger or deeper systems, where
suitable breeding temperatures
(and sites) may be more irregular.
Spawning overlap between the two
is common and, as many of you
will know, lots of Irish waters are
now dominated by roach and the
also very adaptable roach x bream
hybrids, to the detriment of bream
stocks for which our country was
once world renowned. Although

not as extensive, hybridisation with
roach has also contributed to the
nationwide decline of rudd.
DO ROACH HAVE ANY BENEFITS?
Given the above, you’d be forgiven
for thinking that roach are all bad
but things are rarely that clear-cut
in the natural world and roach
have also had some benefits to
Irish waters, at least in terms of
recreational angling. Roach are
now the mainstay of the Irish coarse
angling product, with the vast
majority of match angling events
nationwide now heavily reliant
on roach catches, particularly in
the colder months when more
traditional species such as bream
and rudd are less inclined to feed.
Many locations that were not
worthwhile as competition venues
pre-roach, now are. Roach angling
has long contributed, significantly,
to the Irish tourism product with
systems such as the Bann, Erne,
Barrow and lower Shannon now
internationally recognised as
quality roach fisheries. All were
once bream-dominated, of course.
Locally, more viable, year-round
fishing and fishing venues has
undoubtedly improved the Irish
tackle trade. So, in this sense, roach
have had a positive economic
benefit.
Given the species’
propensity to overpopulate and
dominate many waters, roach
have provided many young or
new anglers with their first fishing
experience, which can only be

Left:
A trio of glorious 2lb+ rudd, once
common across Ireland but now very
rare. Thanks to the roach invasion it
looks doubtful if they will ever recover
Above right:
Specialist angler Karl Bohan with a
huge roachxbream hybrid of over
6lb. Many waters are now dominated
by these hard fighting fish, to the
detriment of bream stocks
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Spawning overlap between the two is common and lots of Irish waters are now
dominated by roach and the also very adaptable roach x bream hybrids, to the
detriment of bream stocks for which our country was once world renowned
viewed as positive for angling
as a whole. However, the fact
remains that roach are an invasive
species in Ireland, in every sense.
Whilst angling tourism may have
seemingly benefited, home-based
angling probably hasn’t. Roach are
largely responsible for the decline
of both bream and (especially) rudd
stocks, as well as contributing to the
decrease of the very localised Arctic
char and legally protected pollan.
Roach have encouraged ecosystemwide changes across entire systems,
such as Lough’s Erne and Neagh, for
example.
Although often ‘heavygoing’, this article has barely
touched on the wealth of research
done on roach to date, and has
given only a brief summary of some
very complex, complicated issues.
It is impossible to estimate the true
economic and ecological impact of
roach over the past seventy years
or so, since their spread began in
earnest, but suffice it to say that
Ireland would probably be better
off without roach. However, it’s too
late now – roach are here to stay,
and no amount of nostalgia or even
fisheries management will return
things to how they once were!
Things are always changing. In that
regard, we should ideally focus on
keeping the remaining roach-free
waters and systems free of roach
and prioritise ecological issues that
we can control, such as declining
water quality and more recent, less
ubiquitous, invasive species.
Bill Brazier
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A river is never quite silent; it can never, of its
very nature, be quite still; it is never quite the
same from one day to the next. It has its own life
and its own beauty, and the creatures it nourishes
are alive and beautiful also. Perhaps fishing is, for
me, only an excuse to be near rivers. If so, I’m glad
I thought of it.”

Roderick Haig-Brown
A River Never Sleeps (1946)
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