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INTRODUCTION



Purpose of the database

•Document historical and modern records of 
sturgeon in British waters.

•Support UK and Pan-EU conservation efforts. 

•Inform policy decisions, provide a foundation 
for restoration programs. 

Native?

Species?

Habitat?



Development of the database

Initiation:

▪ Bern Convention 2006, first ever report on past reports of 
sturgeon captures in the UK, from 1850 to 1993

▪ Bern Convention 2007, Publication of The Action Plan for 
the conservation and restoration of the European sturgeon 
(2007)

Expansion and growth:

▪ Continuation of record collection.

→ Slow growth before 2020, only 500+ records

▪ Rapid growth due to digitization of newspaper archives.
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Sources of data

• Museum records and 
archaeological findings.

• Reports from anglers and 
commercial fishermen.

• Historical newspaper archives (e.g., British 
Newspaper Archive, Welsh National Library).

• Recent sightings and 
captures in UK waters.

Complemented by  

• Modern records contributed 
by French, German, and 
other European restoration 
programs.



Main Dataset Overview

Data elements:

• Date of sighting

• Length and weight

• Number caught

• Location

• Sources (BNA, WMO,…)

• Comments (e.g. “Taken in salmon nets at the Old 
Bar ,Moray Firth, East of Nairn, Scotland. Landed at 
Nairn.”)

3670

1400

Total Number of Records by water body
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Number of records per year 

History timeline:

12th century: human induced 
decline

14th century: sturgeons granted 
“Royal fish” by Edward II

17th century: one of the world’s 
oldest newspaper

19th century: beginning of more 
formal archiving processes 
(museums)

19th century: developed into the 
golden age of the British press



ANALYSING THE 
DATA



Locations of historical bycatch



Locations of historical bycatch



Locations of historical bycatch



Weight distributions
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SPAWNING 
EVIDENCE



Spawning descriptions

Newspaper records post-1800 describe 
spawning-related features, e.g.

• “Roe weighed 40lbs” 

• “Eggs released while body pulled ashore”

• The fish was “exhausted with a rubbed 
nose, evidently having recently spawned”

• “Both this fish and the one the day 
before were heavy with spawn, which 
would indicate that they had ascended 
the river for the purpose of spawning”



Juvenile specimens

• From newspaper articles & 
fisheries records, only two 
mention juvenile under 50cm 

• However, over 7 juvenile 
specimens indicated to be caught 
in UK waters have been found in 
UK museums in the past 2 years



WIDER DATABASE 
IMPACTS



Wider impacts of the database

1. Expanding our knowledge of 
sturgeon use of UK waters

2. Identifying target areas for 
restoration

3. Garnering support from 
government agencies for sturgeon 
conservation



NEXT STEPS



Next steps for the database

• Creating an interactive 
map for public 
engagement 

• Publishing a peer 
reviewed paper 

• Adding more records 
and identifying species



Modern bycatch

• Modern bycatch records are also collected
• Some fish are safely returned to the sea, some 

unfortunately are not



Unclear messaging in media

He added: "I believe if you bring 
them ashore, there is a tradition 
where you have to offer it to the 
monarch. So, if we bought it 
home, we would have had to 
offer it to the King.

"Because it was alive, we decided 
to release it and I'm sure he will 
not be upset by that and agree 
with that course of action.”



Next steps for bycatch 
mitigation

1. Develop a reporting website and 
procedure

2. Media and information campaign to 
share information about sturgeon 

3. Engage with fisher groups to 
encourage safe return of fish, and 
reporting



Thank you to: 



Hannah.McCormick@zsl.org

Thank you for listening!

Matt.Chen@zsl.org
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