John Prescott Esq.

Secretary of State for the Environment, Transport and the Regions

Eland House

Bressenden Place

London SW1E 5DU

25th October 1999

Dear Secretary of State,

The SACG represents the specialist coarse anglers (Big fish movement) in the UK. As a representative body for the above, we would like to bring to your attention several matters in relation to the re-introduction and natural colonisation of the UK’s waterways by otters.

From the outset I would stress that we have no fundamental objections to the re-introductions and colonisation of the waterways by otters. In fact, as most anglers would admit, to catch sight of one of these delightful creatures as dusk falls puts the gilt edge on a good days fishing. However, we do have some concerns, based on increasing evidence (EA 1999) that some fisheries in some areas are showing signs of excessive predation by otters. The problem seems to be, according to our information, most prevalent on enclosed waters (lakes, ponds, gravel pits, etc.) in proximity to the river systems that contain a thriving otter population. 

As you may be aware, freshwater angling has changed considerably since the 1960s, when otters were last common on the UK’s waterways. This change has involved substantial financial investments by clubs, syndicates, entrepreneurial individuals, in water purchases, provision of on site facilities and fish stocks. Angling today is worth to the economy of the UK .7 billion pounds per year and employs twenty thousand plus people in the industry.

As a guide to the financial investments made by the above, Horseshoe Lake      owned by the Carp Society, its facilities and stock are worth in excess of £500,000. Waters of 10 hectares + at auction, cost between seventy and two hundred fifty thousand pounds, dependent on location and/or quality. In stock terms, a single large authenticated British carp of 20+ lbs on the open market would cost between five hundred and one thousand pounds. Most fisheries of the above size would, in order to retain their membership, or in the case of a commercial fishery to attract the paying public through gates, have at least 20 fish of this size or larger in residence, with many smaller individuals present. Needless to say when captured these fish are treated with the utmost care and are returned alive, in pristine condition, to the water. There is evidence from around the UK that Otters do take fish of this size (Sykes 1998, article enclosed).

It is therefore hoped that you can see, from the above and supporting evidence submitted, why the SACG has grounds for concern on this issue.  

If, as is predicted by 2010 every major watercourse in the UK will have otter populations present and thriving, this problem can only get worse. It is our hope that by highlighting this problem to you now, we can head off any future conflicts between anglers, water owners and otter populations. To this end we would make the following recommendations.

1) That grant aid is made available for the provision of otter fencing, where excessive predation is occurring.

2) That research is undertaken to set a baseline of how widespread the predation problem is at the present time. 

3) From this baseline, a computer model is constructed jointly between the Environment Agency and English Nature to identify future areas likely to suffer high levels of predation. We feel that such information would serve as an early warning system for fisheries, where in conjunction with the appropriate agencies preventative action could be take to minimise the problem.   

We also feel that this would be in keeping with the UK’s  Biodiversity Action Plans for all fauna. We are of the opinion that it would be a tragedy, if at the expense of one expanding species, the fish biodiversity of stillwaters decreased throughout the UK. 

You will see from the enclosed Press Release of 18th January 1999 on otter predation, and from the SACG article mentioned earlier, that we are anxious to avoid conflict between anglers and other conservationalists. We have worked closely with the Environment Agency, Wildlife Trusts, the Otter Trust, ACA, English Nature, MAFF, DETR, plus angling organisations to address the problem, which includes supporting the EA leaflet published recently on warning of the dangers fisheries can face. The Wildlife Trusts and Otter Trust are going to considerable lengths to work closely with us and are providing an extensive network of volunteers to visit fisheries to give constructive advice on how best to avoid problems. 

What none of this addresses however is that when all other avenues are exhausted, some fisheries will still need protective fencing to exclude otters, to avoid losing some or all of their specimen fish. Put bluntly, there is no way most  will be able to afford this potential £20-50,000 outlay. To support the reintroduction of otters brings the dual responsibility of protecting existing fish stocks! 

As an organisation we would be pleased to work in partnership with any voluntary or statutory body to minimise this future problem, but funding of protective fencing will be a major factor in the equation.

Yours sincerely

Chris Burt

Vice-Chairman
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