
The Social and Community  
Benefits of Angling
Research Task 3
Angling and Rural Areas:  
The Assynt Angling Study
Interim Report

Executive Summary
Adam Brown
December 2009



1. Status of the Report

This is one of 3 constituent interim reports for the Social 
and Community Benefits of Angling project, undertaken by 
Substance. It addresses Research Task 3 which focuses on 
Angling and Rural Areas and it is based on a detailed case study 
of angling in Assynt, Sutherland in the far North West of Scotland.

The study addresses a number of key issues in relation to the 
development of angling for wider community benefit in rural areas. 
•    What role does and can angling play in rural communities?
•    How can rural communities and groups benefit from angling?
•    What is the role of angling tourism and how can community 

benefits be increased?
•    How can research help organisational development around 

angling?

The purpose of this element of the research is fourfold:
i. To inform the wider project about the positive role angling can 
play
ii. To inform the local community and angling organisations about 
angling in the Assynt area 
iii. To help improve benefits from angling tourism in the area.
iv. To understand the individual benefits anglers receive or 
perceive from angling.

2. The Assynt Context 

Assynt is a remote rural area and a fascinating context to explore 
these issues for a number of reasons. These include:
•    Its rich history, including its status as an angling destination 

dating back centuries.
•    Its varied land and angling ownership structure which includes 

several different forms of collective land ownership as well as 
more traditional ownership.

•    Specific initiatives that have sought to promote and protect 
angling in Assynt which provide an interesting context for the 
research.

•    A range of new and ongoing developments in which to situate 
angling research.

•    A range of social issues - housing, employment, the retention of 
young people, crofting/farming - that have important resonance 
elsewhere.

 
Assynt also has a fabulously wealthy angling resource, including 
one of Europe’s premier wild brown trout fisheries with literally 
hundreds of lochs and lochans; salmon and sea trout fishing; 
rarer fish such as char and ferox; and sea fish. This angling offer 
is set in a wild and dramatic landscape, with landmark mountains, 
hillsides and water.

3. Research Approach

We have adopted a multi-method approach to this research 
combining both qualitative and quantitative methods as well as 
action research elements in which we have developed new tools 
(notably online) and will assess their effectiveness in generating 
data useful for the local communities. This has involved:
i. Review of historical literature and documents and wider 
research literature
ii. Qualitative interviews with those involved in local angling and 
community organisations
iii. Qualitative interviews with anglers
iv. An online questionnaire survey
v. A postcode survey of visiting anglers
vi. An online mapping and data gathering tool as well as other 
online data collection

We have aimed to take a responsible approach to our research. 
This included consultation with local organisations at all stages 
of the research and agreement with them on the approach being 
taken. We are extremely grateful for the cooperation and input of a 
large number of people in the undertaking of this research.

4. The Organisation of Angling in Assynt

We have conducted interviews and consultation with all the 
principal angling-related organisations in Assynt. This has 
helped inform the research of the varied approaches taken to the 
organisation of angling in Assynt and its existing and potential 
contribution to the wider community. 

The Assynt Crofters’ Trust 
The Assynt Crofters’ Trust (ACT) is a cooperative organisation of 
crofters that owns the  North Assynt Estate consisting of 21,000 
acres. The ACT made history in 1993 when they won a long 
battle to buy the land on which they lived and worked, undertaking 
the first ever crofters’ buy-out. The ACT owns the rights to fish on 
around 200 lochs and representatives reported that angling is of 
key strategic importance as it the single largest source of external 
income (i.e. excluding rentals) to the Trust, earning around £5000 
per year. The ACT is seeking to increase revenue from angling, 
whilst ‘keeping it wild’.

The Assynt Angling Association 
(known as the Assynt Angling Group)
Assynt Angling Group is a collection of local organisations and 
landowners that have come together to jointly organise and 
market angling on several hundred lochs. It includes the fishing 
of Assynt Angling Club, the Assynt Foundation (a collective 
community organisation that owns the 44,000 acre Drumrunie 
and Glencanisp estate), the Culag Community Woodland Trust, 
and the Assynt Estate amongst others. It earns around £7,000 
from the sale of permits, oversees the provision and upkeep of 
over 20 boats and has been involved in angling based tourism 
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promotion and a Brown Trout Protection Order. The Assynt 
Angling Club is involved in work with local residents and young 
people to develop and promote angling. The AF sees angling as 
important in order to generate visitors, engage local people and 
encourage people to stay in Assynt. The CCWT has developed 
an all abilities path to two of its lochs and provided wheelchair-
friendly boats. The income from angling supports all these 
developments.

The Assynt Estate
The Assynt Estate is owned by the Vestey family, the historic 
landowner in the area. It owns the rights to the rights to salmon 
and sea trout fishing on the Rivers Inver and Kirkaig and permits 
for these are sold via the Inverlodge Hotel with preference given 
to hotel residents. 

Other Organisations
Alongside the relatively new development of a rainbow trout 
fishery - the Lagg Fishery - there are also a number of other 
community-based organisations which have a relationship to 
angling development. These include: West Sutherland Fisheries 
Trust, Assynt Tourism Group, Assynt Ranger Service, Historic 
Assynt and Assynt Historical Society. This represents part of a 
rich and diverse community commitment and engagement in  
the area.

Sea Angling
We have also discussed sea angling with a number of locals, 
visitors and potential boat service providers.

5. Initial Findings

Online Data Gathering and Tools
We developed a bespoke project website, www.assynt.
anglingresearch.org.uk in order to both publicise the research 
as well as provide information and online tools in order to 
generate research data. This included a unique map tool based 
on Ordnance Survey OpenSpace software that has been widely 
praised. It provides interactive information on 75 lochs, as well 
as on salmon and sea trout fishing and sea fishing. It also allows 
anglers to feedback comments on lochs fished, generating 
information useful to local organisations. We reached agreement 
to provide a PC in the Lochinver Visitor Centre so visitors could 
access the information and tools locally.

Questionnaire and Postcode Survey 
We conducted an open, online questionnaire for visiting anglers 
which has generated new information about who fishes in 
Assynt (generally middle aged or older people); their visits 
and spending (average of £580); their catch returns; and their 
motivations and benefits. Although essentially a pilot phase which 
will be developed further in 2010, this is the first time this sort 
of information on visiting anglers has been provided, which will 
inform feedback to local organisations. This was supplemented by 
a Postcode Survey which provides the information about where 
anglers come from to visit Assynt.

Qualitative Interviews
We also have begun a series of qualitative interviews with anglers 
that will be ongoing throughout 2010. This work emphasises 
that: many anglers undertake repeat visits to the area; the angling 
experience is focused on wild brown trout fishing but motivations 
also include scenery, landscape, wildlife and flora and fauna; and 
that angling opportunities include both significant physical activity 
as well as provision for accessible means for participation. The 
wild nature of the fishing and the ability to go fishing and not meet 
other anglers is one of the aspects that anglers value most.
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6. Emerging Issues 

Angling Organisation and Community Benefit
It is clear that angling has a close relationship to wider community 
development in Assynt. It is a key source of income for both 
angling specific organisations as well as wider community ones 
through tourism. Organisations that benefit from angling in Assynt 
include collective ownership of land and resources. This means 
that there is a direct relationship between visiting angler numbers 
and the benefit the community receives.

It is important to also recognise the important role that angling 
plays within the community of Assynt, as one way in which 
people connect to the land and environment and in terms of 
the contribution that local people make to its sustenance and 
development. This includes an enormous amount of voluntary 
effort from local people and angling forms part of the fabric of 
community in Assynt in very important ways.

Angling Development, Tourism and Angling ‘Pressure’ 
There is clearly a balance to be struck between increasing angling 
numbers, and therefore generating wider community benefit, and 
maintaining the delicate ecological balance and natural resources 
in the area. There is concern among some visitors that ‘too many 
anglers’ will mean that the ‘special’ nature of angling in Assynt 
will be lost. This is mostly in relation to the remote and ‘isolated’ 
experience many value.

However, there is also unanimity amongst those involved in 
angling locally that the area could increase numbers of anglers 
without affecting its uniqueness adversely. 

www.anglingresearch.org.uk
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Angling Promotion, Services and Information
Linked to this, there is a relative dearth of information about 
visiting anglers in Assynt which this research starts to address. 
None of the trout angling organisations receive catch returns 
from visitors or locals; and little is known about the real economic 
impact of angling in Assynt. Assynt provides a wide range of 
angling opportunities, including both difficult to access and easily 
accessible lochs.

The web based mapping tool we have developed is one means by 
which data on what is going on can be generated. Further survey 
work, questionnaires and other data gathering in this project will 
also seek to address this issue. A number of people have said 
that the provision of new services would help increase angling 
participation, especially to newcomers and the young. This might 
include tuition and guiding services, something that could aid 
local employment. There are also a series of local developments 
the research will seek to inform.

There is clearly demand for more information and boat trip 
services in relation to sea angling. We will also explore the 
feasibility of this in future research.

7. Ongoing Research

We will be undertaking further development of the research 
website site in the coming months in light of useful feedback we 
have had. We will also:
•    Continue our interviews with visiting anglers
•    Improve postcode and angler email collection 
•    Improve catch information and tools
•    Undertake a more robust economic analysis of the impact  

of angling 
•    Improve website usage 
•    Conduct more work with non angling visitors 

It should be noted that this is an interim report only and provides 
initial feedback from our work in Assynt in the first year, including 
quantitative, qualitative and action research elements. Whilst this 
will present some findings and it also serves to highlight emerging 
issues and the focus for the project in the coming year. The 
project continues for three years.


