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1 Introduction 
Lough Neagh, (54.4ON 6.25OW) is the largest freshwater lake in the British Isles, with a 
surface area of circa 400 Km2 and a mean depth of 9 metres.  Its catchment drains 40% of the 
land area of Northern Ireland, through six major and a number of minor affluent rivers, 
eventually flowing northward to the Atlantic Ocean through the River Bann. The eel (Anguilla 
anguilla L.) fishery in its current form originated in the 1960s, when the Lough Neagh LNFCS 
Society Ltd (LNFCS) was formed to acquire the total rights to all eel fishing in the Lake and 
freshwater reaches of the out-flowing river. The Lough is fished between May and September 
for yellow eels, the traditional means being a long line of over one thousand hooks fished 
overnight. Hook baits include earthworms (Lumbricus spp.), fish fry captured in bait nets, 
pieces of fish flesh, and more recently mealworms (various coleopteran larvae available 
through the pet food trade). There is also draft net fishing, using an 80-100m seine net with a 
cod-end deployed from a boat in open water. Emigrating silver eels are caught at two fixed 
stations on the River Bann. Fixed mesh structures in the flow channel downstream migrating 
eels in to fixed “Coghill” nets lowered into the flow. These eel weirs must, by state law, 
maintain a free gap of 10% of the river width at the deepest part of the main flow, and are only 
fished at night.  

2 Fishing Capacity 
Boat licences are issued by the Fishermens Co-operative. Boats are 8m Long and fish either 
lines of up to 1200 hooks per night or draft nets but not both on any one night. The number of 
licences issued peaked at 200 in the 1980s and 1990s but has reduced to 140.  

3 Fishing effort 
 Not all issued licences are actively fished. Numbers of active boats has fallen from circa 160 
at its peak to around 100 in 2005. One of three sequential silver eel weirs on the river Bann 
became disused on the 1990s  

4 Catches and stocking data 
All catch is centrally collected and marketed by the Fishermens Co-operative which supplies 
data to Government on an annual basis. Catched are separated into yellow (boat) and silver 
(eel weir) take.  Data is also recorded on glass eel input, trapped at the tidal head of the River 
Bann estuary and transported to the Lough, and on additional glass eel purchased from other 
sources (Severn, UK) and imported.  
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Lough Neagh eel catches 1964-2004
(Lough Neagh Fishermens Co-op Society Ltd)
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Figure 1 Lough Neagh Catches 1964 to 2000 

Glass eel / Elver supply to Lough Neagh
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Figure 2 Historical record of glass eel input to Lough Neagh 

5 Catch Per unit of effort 
The Fishermen’s Co-operative places a cap on the daily quantity of eels it will take from any 
individual boat, restricting the value of any CPUE estimation. This is a major difficulty for use 
to the dataset for input-output modelling, as catches at good times are prevented from 
responding freely as a variable. Over the past 40 years the catch per boat per year has 
remained relatively constant as a result. The known time Lag from input to output age 
suggests that stocks might fall 2006 onward. This is not yet evident in annual catch per booat 
data, most boats consistently making quota in 2005. 
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6 Scientific Surveys of the Stock 

6.1 Recruitment surveys 
Recruitment is monitored in the “natural” immigration captured in the Bann estuary at tidal 
head traps  and recorded in Fig. 2. This data series has its flaws. In the early years of very high 
recruitment the trap and transport operation is known to have handled only part of the 
immigration, some being allowed to migrate more slowly and naturally upriver. There was 
also a period from 1947 to 1959 when this did not happen and all eels reached Lough Neagh 
naturally. Nevertheless, the time series shows clearly the same mid 1980s decline in natural 
recruitment. What sets Lough Neagh apart from all other European wild fisheries is the extent 
of stocking, which to 1989 was able to offset the losses of natural supply. After 1990, rising 
prices, competition with aquaculture and declining availability of glass eel meant that stocking 
could only continue at a lower level. 

6.2 Yellow eel surveys 
Yellow eels in selected un-graded commercial catches have been examined routinely only 
since 2003. There are no surveys which include any quantity of eel of less that 30cm. This 
data series provides useful data on ages, giving assistance to time lagged input-output 
monitoring. 

6.3 Silver eel Surveys 
Silver eels have were examined routinely for sex ratio up to 1977 and thus data series has been 
resumed. The data shows clearly the effect of trap and transport in increasing proportion of 
males through increasing stock density, seen twice as transport was ceased and then resumed. 
Male proportion is now declining as recruitment has fallen. 
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Silver eels are currently also tagged annually and released back upstream of the weir fisheries 
to estimate escapement. Current estimates of escapement vary from at 150 tonnes to 600 
tonnes of silvers in any one year. 
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7 Catch Composition by age and Length 
Catches have been monitored on a monthly basis through the May to September season since 
2001.  An ungraded catch is taken from lines and from draft nets. Samples are taken for age 
determination from males and females and for both lines and draft net catches. 

8 Other Biological sampling 
 Angullicola crassus incidence is also recorded. Ages are read from ground and polished 
otoliths. 

9 National management process 
A draft management strategy for the fishery and the whole River Basin District, aimed 
ultimately at ensuring adequate measured escapement of silver eels to International 
agreements, is in place. 

10 Model Applications 
The Lough Neagh dataset lends itself to application and testing of the Camargue Model and 
Swedish Analytical Models. Both estimate maximum potential silver escapement at much 
higher levels than recorded peak catches on the 1980s when the population was over 95% 
male, raising the possibility that both models need some form  of correction for density 
dependent processes at very high recruitment levels. Details of the application of the models 
are given in the chapters dealing with those models. 
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