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18/11/2011
Mr D. Anderson
Loughs Agency
22 Victoria Road
Prehen
Londonderry  BT47 2AB
Dear Mr Anderson
I write to you on behalf of the members of Omagh Anglers Association with regards to a recent meeting that the Committee had with Mr McCartney in Omagh. At the meeting Mr McCartney explained the life cycle of salmon to the Committee and informed those present that his preferred method to deal with declining salmon numbers was ‘catch and release’. Mr McCartney also proceeded to tell the Committee that the statistical basis for this decision was the low figures over the ‘counter’ at Sion Mills.

When asked why an early halt to the angling season had not been considered, he responded by quoting a bylaw which states that early closure could not be introduced if the counter at Sion Mills was out of order for a certain length of time. Can we also have a copy of this legislation? This being the case, we wish now to seek some clarification as to the rationale for making a decision on catch and release which is based on the same flawed numerical informational. It is quite evident that the absence of reliable data is being used as both a justification of policy on one hand whilst presenting a clear obstacle to policy on the other.
We wish also to seek some explanation regarding the evident absence of robust, scientific measures to gather reliable statistical data since it is clear to all concerned that the current measures are a shaky foundation upon which to rest important policy decisions. Since your employed officers are able to carry out redd counts and electrofish sampling, the results of these processes could be used to gather more robust scientific data. Since anglers do not have to return their rod licences until 21 days after 31 December 2011, it is clear that information acquired through these returns has also been omitted from this decision-making process.

The Loughs Agency newsletter sent out by email invited submissions from anglers to help discuss this matter but Mr McCartney seems to have viewed this information source as irrelevant. Our Committee members attended the meeting mentioned earlier with a view to responding to the request for suggestions on how to progress this issue. Mr McCartney’s agenda was clearly different. He was not interested in alternatives to his policy and stated that ‘catch and release’ was the only method that he wanted employed.
We are struggling to comprehend this knee jerk reaction. This issue is not new but rather has been a prevailing concern for a number of years. It is reasonable to ask why 25 tags were issued to salmon anglers during the current year if the situation was so dire. Why is the hatchery at Prehen not being employed fully? We are aware it is currently being utilised as a storage facility at your Headquarters at Prehen. It would surely make more sense to see this asset utilised effectively so that the costs incurred in securing it could be justified. We wish to put forward the following suggestions:

· consideration could be given to a reduction in the number of tags issued to anglers to a more conservative level instead of 25
· many anglers are already employing catch and release methods. Introduce catch and release from the start of the season until 1 May to safeguard returning kelts and again from 1 October
· we wish to see protocols in place which can be managed appropriately, have a robust scientific basis and draw the support of angling clubs in implementing and upholding the requirements.
The policing of the large Foyle system is unmanageable without help from the Clubs and Associations. For example, Omagh Anglers River Watchers have checked over 900 licences in the last two years. Mr McCartney’s current stance and refusal to engage in genuine discussions with relevant stakeholders on other means of control are alienating the clubs in the Foyle system to such an extent that there is a growing preference for the removal of this assistance role. 

When Mr McCartney was asked if the catch and release policy would also include trout, he clearly stated that as the River Finn policy includes trout then the policy to be introduced in the Foyle system from next year would also include trout. This ‘one size fits all’ approach to policy-making is of significant concern. Your Fishery Officers recognised that trout fishing on both the Drumragh and Camowen rivers is amongst the best available in Northern Ireland whereas your Head of Conservation and Protection seems unaware of this. 
Lack of Loughs Agency intervention played a role in allowing the current hydro scheme at Omagh Leisure Centre to be implemented. We would reasonably expect the Agency position to be in opposition to this expansion of hydro-electricity especially when it seems clear that NIEA are actively promoting initiatives with no consideration for the impact on angling and fish stock levels. On being asked about a new hydro proposal on the Camowen, which has had a planning application, Mr McCartney stated that it was not on his desk. As a Conservation and Protection officer we would expect it to be his business to know of these applications. To date you as a body have not made a submission on this issue.
Mr McCartney was asked also about the DCAL licensed nets of the North Coast. These are interceptory nets taking Foyle bound salmon, but he was not prepared to intervene stating they are outside his jurisdiction. Whilst it is clear that this issue is complex in terms of stakeholders and regulatory bodies it is increasingly difficult to justify the current agency pre-occupation with targeting the anglers as the sole remedy. Doing something because you can is rarely a reliable rationale for doing it. The legacy of such short-sightedness may yet be costlier than could have been anticipated (increasing price of salmon on the black market, increasing numbers of poachers).
We ask that the voices of all qualified staff, concerned stakeholders and scientific data be used as the basis for thorough consultation rather than implementation on a whim. We ask for a stringent investigation into this matter and await a response from yourself and which will inform us of the scientific methods and evidence which is being used to support the planned implementation of a catch and release policy. We look forward to engaging in constructive discussions in order to secure a viable, planned process which will help to secure the future of the salmon stocks within the Foyle system.
Yours sincerely,
Terry Smithson
Secretary on behalf of Committee of Omagh Anglers Association
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