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Executive Summary  
 

The tributaries of the Culter catchment have five major obstructions to upstream fish 

migration. The catchment also suffers from environmental degradation due primarily to 

agricultural and urban development pressures. This report outlines the restoration works 

that are required on the Culter catchment and the benefits to be gained.   

The Culter Mill dam at the base of the Culter burn prevents fish accessing all but the lower 

1.8 km of the Culter catchment. It is estimated that easement of the Culter mill dam for 

migratory salmon, without any further restoration work, would allow access to habitat that 

would currently produce 493 returning adult salmon each year. 

Easement of the remaining four major obstructions would allow salmon to access habitat 

that is estimated to allow production of an additional 103 returning adult salmon each year, 

without further habitat restoration work. The habitat that is currently unsuitable for salmon 

is suitable for sea trout; it is estimated that 576 returning adult sea trout would utilise non-

salmon habitat if the major obstructions were eased. 

The study also reports on the habitat works required to improve aquatic and bank side 

habitat. The survey identified the need for the installation of 7.3 km of buffer strips, 72 

cattle troughs (or watering if troughs are inappropriate) and less than 1 km each of conifer 

removal and coppicing. If, after the five major obstructions are eased, the entire potential 

salmon habitat on the Culter catchment was made available through habitat restoration, 

then the expected productivity would be increased further and a total of 1469 returning 

adult salmon per year is expected. 

At 2008 values, the cost of easing the Culter Mill dam is £249,154 and easement of the 

remaining four major obstructions is costed at £121,244. The habitat improvement works 

would cost a total of £94,347. A total restoration cost for the Culter catchment of £475,695 

was assessed to produce 1469 returning adult salmon annually, once the population has re-

established. This equates to a cost of £324 per returning adult salmon, if all the costs were 

to be recuperated in one year. 

There are unquantifiable benefits to be gained from restoring the Culter catchment, 

including: enhancement of riparian diversity and support for other animals that use this 

habitat; development of links between the local urban community and an environmental 

restoration project; an extension to the River Dee Special Area of Conservation; economic 

benefits to the fishery and the dependent rural economy; and achieving WFD requirements. 

 

 

 



 
 

Three recommendations are made from this feasibility study (in order of priority): 

1. To remove obstructions to fish migration, starting with the Culter Mill dam, so that 

populations of salmon and sea trout can start to re-establish.  

 

2. To implement habitat restoration works, planned to be undertaken in 2011 under the 

Fisheries Management Plan.  

 

3. To involve local schools and community groups in the restoration project and the Culter 

area.  
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Background  
 

The Culter catchment is the second largest sub-catchment of the River Dee (a Special Area 

of Conservation for Altantic salmon, otters and freshwater pearl mussels), entering the Dee 

15 km upstream of Aberdeen Harbour (Fig. 1). The catchment covers 152 km2 of primarily 

agricultural land and has 121 km of tributary streams, its headwaters arising from the Hill of 

Fare. The Culter tributary is comprised of two stems ς the Leuchar burn and the Gormack 

burn (Fig. 2). 

For several hundred years, access to 119 km of the Culter tributary by salmon and sea trout 

has been prevented by the Culter Mill dam, a 5-m high obstruction near the base of the 

tributary, at Peterculter. As the dam prevents passage of migratory salmonids it contravenes 

the Salmon (Fish Passes and Screens) (Scotland) Regulations 1994 and results in the Culter 

system having ΨtƻƻǊΩ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ under the Water Framework Directive (WFD). 

The Culter system also suffers from environmental degradation and habitat loss owing 

primarily to intensive and increasing agriculture (the Culter is entirely within the Nitrate 

Vulnerable Zone) and urban development, which impacts on the aquatic and riparian habitat 

for fish, mammals and invertebrates. A particular problem on the Culter is diffuse pollution, 

resulting from bank destruction and trampling caused by animals and land and road drainage 

(highlighted in the RDT report and the Dee Catchment Management Plan). As an example, 

the Loch of Skene (a RAMSAR site, Special Protection Area and Site of Special Scientific 

Interest in the sub-catchment) now suffers blue green algae blooms due to increasing 

nutrient inputs, primarily from agricultural land and sewage. Agricultural intensification has 

also resulted in the clearance of riparian woodlands which previously provided habitat for 

native species and helped to reduce flooding.  

The objective of this report was to assess the benefits that can be gained from the 

restoration of the Culter catchment and the costs associated with any works required. The 

number of salmon in the Dee has declined since the 1960s and has only recently shown 

signs of recovering. The Culter system has potential to support a large population of salmon 

and its relative, the sea trout. This study will focus on the potential to increase habitat for 

salmon and sea trout and will consider obstructions to fish movements and habitat quality 

for salmonids.  
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Figure 1. The River Dee catchment, with the Culter sub-catchment with red infill. 

 

 

 

Figure 2. The Culter system, showing the two main stems (Leuchar burn and Gormack burn).  




