
Bass Investigations in Cornwall 2025 
 

                                                                                              

                                                                                      

1 

                                        Bass Investigations in Cornwall 

 

                                              Annual report 2025 
 

 

This report is based on information collected in a voluntary capacity by the Cornwall Bass 

Investigations Group (CBIG) of citizen scientists, to improve the understanding of the status 

of juvenile bass within the Fal and Helford Special Area of Conservation (SAC). Since 2021 

this report has been produced by Robin Bradley; prior to this, reports were produced by 

Derek Goodwin MBE.  

    

It is intended that the information contained in these reports is freely available to others, 

including research workers and students. Reports for this, and all previous years, are available 

on the CBIG website  (https://cornwallbassinvestigationsgroup.weebly.com). Reports are also 

sent to various individuals, groups and authorities, including: Helford Marine Conservation 

Group; Bass Anglers’ Sportfishing Society; Duchy of Cornwall; Inshore Fisheries and 

Conservation Authorities; Centre for Environment, Fisheries & Aquaculture Science (Cefas);  

Department for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs ( Defra); Universities; Environment 

Agency (EA); Inland Fisheries Ireland; Natural England; Cornwall Wildlife Trust; 

Environmental Records Centre for Cornwall & Isles of Scilly (ERCCIS); Institute of 

Fisheries Management, Marine Biological Association, South West Marine Ecosystems.  

 

These reports are dedicated to the memory of Derek Goodwin MBE, who ran these surveys 

from 1994 until 2021, to Donovan Kelley MBE, whose bass research over many years laid 

the foundations for these investigations, and the conservation of bass, and to John Pendarves 

Bridger, a key founder worker for these bass studies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://cornwallbassinvestigationsgroup.weebly.com/


Bass Investigations in Cornwall 2025 
 

                                                                                              

                                                                                      

2 

CONTENTS 
 

 

Heading Page number(s) 
  

            Summary 3 

1. Introduction 4-6 

2. Sites, methods & recording 7-11 

3. Weather & water conditions 12-14 

4. Results 15-24 

5. Year class assessment 25-27 

6. Discussion 28-35 

7. Other observations 36-37 

8. Developments/future actions 38 

9. Acknowledgements & thanks 38-39 

10. Appendices 40-43 

      10.1 Permissions 40 

      10.2 Insurance 40 

      10.3 Safety & information 40 

      10.4 Costs & funding 41 

      10.5 Netting methods & net specs 42 

      10.6 Recording 43  

11. References 44-45 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Bass Investigations in Cornwall 2025 
 

                                                                                              

                                                                                      

3 

 

SUMMARY 

 

Membership of CBIG has increased to 75. The group completed 28 surveys on the Fal and 14 

on the Helford, involving a total of 155 volunteer days. In total we netted an estimated 47,424 

animals from 28 species, of which 2,537 were measured. 

 

Total bass catches were 2,651 ‘0’ groups, 1,408 ‘1’ groups and 37 ‘2’ groups on the Fal. The 

corresponding figures for the Helford were 88, 42 and 2 respectively. 
 

Although ‘1’ group results do not allow us to confirm our provisional assessment of 

‘Good’ for the 2024 year class on the Helford, last year’s ‘0’ group results for both 

estuaries, in conjunction with this year’s ‘1’ group results for the Fal, support this for 

the Fal & Helford SAC as a whole.  
 

A single ‘0’ group was found at Tresemple on the Tresillian River (part of the Fal complex) 

on 20th May, the earliest we’ve seen them, and at 22mm also the smallest. The regular 

appearance of ‘0’ groups in early surveys, in conjunction with a prolonged marine heatwave 

in the spring, suggested that a ‘bumper’ year class might be on the cards, but this was not to 

be the case. 

 

‘0’ group numbers were good on the Fal, but were variable, both between and within sites; a 

single result of 1,731 at Lamorran constituted 65% of all the ‘0’ groups netted. The Catch Per 

Survey (CPS) was 158.4, slightly less than half of last year’s value.   
 

The situation on the Helford is quite different. Just 88 ‘0’ groups were found during the 

whole survey programme, only reaching a maximum of 31 at Bonallack, and totally absent on 

four surveys during part 2 of the survey programme. The CPS was just 6.7. 
 

Previously, our year class assessment has covered the Fal and Helford SAC as a whole. The 

thinking was that, given the proximity of the two estuaries, whatever factors determined the 

success of a particular year class would apply across the whole SAC, and any differences 

between the two estuaries was due to sampling variations. This year, the difference in results 

is so stark that we feel it is more appropriate to give separate assessments for each estuary. 
 

The results of this year’s survey programme suggest a provisional assessment of 

Fair/Reasonable for the Fal, and ‘Poor’ for the Helford. 

 

The growth of both ‘0’ and ‘1’ groups is increasing over the years in both estuaries. Good ‘0’ 

group growth is evident for 2025 in both estuaries. ‘1’ group growth appears similar to 2024 

on the Fal, but lower than 2023. ‘1’ group growth on the Helford looks better than 2024 (no 

trend for 2023). 
 

This year we have calculated average survey species counts and abundance for each estuary. 

We will do this going forward, to track any changes in habitat quality. The Helford produces 

a greater variety and abundance of species than the Fal, suggesting it is a better ecosystem for 

juvenile fish.   

 

Our survey data is now included in the annual ICES assessment of the Northern bass stock. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

It is with great sadness that we note the passing of Derek Goodwin in December 2024. Derek 

was a keen sea angler, and was passionate about bass conservation, as evidenced by the 

dedication of his later life to the study of juvenile bass in Cornwall through these surveys. His 

memory lives on in his friends and colleagues, and in his work, which we will endeavour to 

see is continued for many years to come. 

 

    
 

Derek Goodwin MBE. Photo credit: Malcolm Gilbert. 

 
 

With more new recruits joining CBIG this year, the number of members has increased to 75. 

These come from many different walks of life, with a wide range of interests (in particular 

recreational sea angling), and all share the common aim of bass conservation. We are very 

fortunate to have a range of useful skills within the group, which help with the survey, 

reporting and publicising aspects of the work. Volunteers find the work interesting, fulfilling 

and enjoyable, and there is a good social aspect to the group, which meets informally once a 

year for a pie and a pint. The group has dedicated WhatsApp and email groups.  
 

One of our volunteers, Nick Stevens, with drone footage from Ian Ingram, has produced a 

short film about our work. We hope that this will both explain and increase interest in our 

work, both locally and nationally, and encourage others to set up survey programmes 

elsewhere. We anticipate release of this in December. 

 

We have been able to complete a very comprehensive survey programme again this year, 

thanks to the amazing efforts of our volunteers, several of which have used their own boats, 

thereby enabling us to access key sites (see ‘Acknowledgments and Thanks’ in Section 9).  
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CBIG volunteers at Merthen, on the Helford. L-R: Lauren Smart, Frank Van Veen with his 

boat, and Tom Hardman. Photo credit: Robin Bradley. 

 

 
CBIG volunteers at Lamorran, on the Fal. L-R: Rob Foote with his boat, Robin Bradley, and 

Kevin Colston-Iles. Photo credit: David Kelley. 
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Between May and October, we completed a total of 42 surveys. With an average of 3.7 

people completing each survey, this amounted to a total of 155 volunteer days. It is humbling 

that so many people will give up so much of their time, for no financial reward, and at their 

own expense, to undertake this important work. 

 

It was with great satisfaction that we learned from Dr Kieran Hyder (Cefas) in the spring, that 

our data was to be used in the ICES annual assessment of the northern bass stock. We thank 

both Cefas for preparing our data and ICES for accepting it. This is a great endorsement of 

the value of our work and its contribution to the sustainable management of the bass fishery, 

and gives great encouragement to our volunteers. It was pleasing to see our survey referenced 

in the input data for the 2025 assessment, alongside just one other recruit survey from the UK 

(Cefas Solent survey) and two from France. 

 

We hope that our efforts may also inspire and help others to carry out such surveys in other 

areas, in order to gain a more complete picture of bass year class success around the UK. In 

relation to this we are pleased to note that our data has been signposted, along with other bass 

monitoring work, in the bass data map on the University of Essex Bass Information Hub  

https://www.essex.ac.uk/research-projects/bass-information-hub/bass-data-map 

 

We continue to work with ERCCIS on the transfer of our historic survey data from Word/pdf 

sheets to spreadsheet format, so that this data is more accessible to researchers and students 

etc. At the time of writing we have completed back to 2019, and the spreadsheets for these 

are on our website (Survey data page). 

 

In conjunction with the Bass Anglers’ Sportfishing Society, we are pleased to be helping a 

PhD student at the University of Essex, Colleen Malfatti, with her research project entitled 

“Joining the dots: assessing the conservation benefits of essential fish habitat networks and 

connectivity to fish stocks under climate change”. We look forward to sharing all our survey 

information with Colleen and welcoming her on surveys next year.  

During the year, the author gave two presentations about our work. One was to the Cornwall 

& Isles of Scilly Biological Recorders Conference in March, the other was to the Redruth Sea 

Angling Association in October. 
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2. SITES, METHODS & RECORDING 

2.1 Sites 

 

Table 1 below shows the breakdown of sites surveyed in 2025, while Figure 1 below it shows 

the location of these sites. The dates of surveys (and summary results from them) are shown 

in the Results section. All of these sites are described in Juvenile bass surveys in Cornwall – 

Information for volunteers 2025 available on the CBIG website on the Information for 

volunteers’ page. 

 

Helford estuary No. of surveys 

Polwheveral 6 

Merthen 4 

Bonallack 3 

Carne 1 

Total 14 

Fal estuary No. of surveys 

Ruan 5 

Lamorran 6 

Gorrangorras 4 

St Clement 4 

Penpol 3 

Cowlands 3 

Tresemple 3  

Total 28 

Table 1. Number of surveys conducted at each site and estuary. 

 

Where we were unable to cover all sites in a given period, a decision was taken to prioritise 

those sites which provide data for the ICES assessment. For the Helford this includes all sites 

(except Carne), and for the Fal the Lamorran and Ruan sites; nonetheless, we still managed 

good coverage of the other Fal sites. 

 

Some may wonder about the greater number of sites covered on the Fal compared to the 

Helford, but this is not disproportionate when the relative sizes of the two estuaries is 

considered. The newer sites on the Fal have come about as a result of the need to 

find/rediscover sites which don’t require a boat to access, should one not be available. 

 

The tidal conditions (height, stage) required for optimum bass catches at each site are now 

well established, with the possible exception of the St Clement site. Our initial efforts there 

focussed on the second half of the ebb but trials this year have shown that the early flood is 

easier, and seems more reliably productive, so we will switch to this next year.  

 

We continued our experimentation with Fyke netting, with 3 surveys at Tresemple on the Fal, 

and one at Carne, on Gillan Creek (part of the Helford estuary). We weren’t able to repeat 

last year’s initial large catch at Tresemple but did find ‘0’ and ‘1’ group bass there on two of 

the three surveys. No ‘0’ or ‘1’ group bass were found at Carne, but we did find a single 3-

year-old bass during the trial survey here. Nonetheless, the trial was useful, as it 

demonstrated the unsuitability of the site – even on a big tide the net would probably not be 
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totally submerged for long, and only a small part of the creek feeds into the fyke, which 

includes a freshwater stream. We have another Helford site in mind, on Mawgan Creek, 

which we will trial next year (subject to EA permission and availability of volunteers). 

Depending on location, organising fyke net surveys can be complicated by the two-stage 

process of setting the net, then lifting it around six hours later.  

 

 
Fig 1. Sites surveyed in 2025. 

 

2.2 Methods 

 

Details of methods employed and equipment used are included in Appendix 10.5 and the 

CBIG Survey Data spreadsheet (see under Notes tab), available on the CBIG website (Survey 

Data page).  

 

Following receipt from Panthalassa Ltd., we began trialling a small intertidal push net with 

3mm mesh towards the end of June. Having familiarised ourselves with this, we will deploy 
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it during next year’s May and June surveys, to see if we can better detect the very small ‘0’ 

groups, which seem to be increasingly present at that time, without damaging them. 

 

This year we have standardised the net start times for the surveys where we hold the net x 3 

on the ebb (Merthen, Bonallack, Ruan). Replicate runs now take place every 30 minutes, 

starting at 2 hours before Low Water. From past experience we know that this spans the time 

when bass will be moving through at these sites and makes the netting more manageable and 

consistent. 30 minutes in between runs usually allows enough time to take measurements 

(water temperature, salinity, depth and clarity), hold the net for 10 minutes, bring the net in, 

and measure and record the fish. This last stage can take a while, depending on the mix of 

species found, and people’s interest in these (which is usually quite considerable), so the start 

times may slip a little. 

 

As those who work in estuaries will know, mud can be a safety hazard – getting stuck can be 

a serious matter and require assistance from the emergency services in the worst-case 

scenario. For sites where the mud is particularly soft, we now bring a ‘mud board’ (one of my 

children’s surfing bodyboards circa 1990!). This allows the person who’s stuck to redistribute 

their weight by sitting on the board, while extracting their boots (usually with help – while 

taking care not to get the helper stuck as well!) from the mud. Such problems are usually 

caused by people’s feet coming loose inside waders, and this can be reduced by wearing 

tight-fitting footwear. Another piece of mud rescue equipment we are trialling is a yard 

broom. The broom head provides resistance to the mud, allowing individuals who are 

partially stuck to push down on the broom handle, and ease themselves out. We have also 

trialled snowshoes. These have limited application (see below), but must not be used when 

working in water, or near rocky areas. 

 

 
‘Mud rescue equipment’ being deployed at Merthen. Photo credit: Frank Van Veen. 
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In previous years, where surveys involved the use of a boat, we would tow a dingy behind the 

survey boat. This required upkeep and storage of the dingy with associated costs. With 

experience we found that the dingy could be dispensed with, apart from on the Lamorran 

survey.  Here the dingy was used as a sledge, to transport the heavy net box up the gulley 

with the flooding tide. The mud here is fairly firm in the main, but quite slippery. By 

strapping the box to a mud board (see above), with a rope attached to the front, two 

volunteers are able to fairly easily drag/slide the box across the mudflats, wearing snowshoes 

for extra grip, to the netting start position. This has allowed us to sell the dingy, kindly 

donated to the group by Derek (and family), thereby raising funds for the survey work, and 

reducing costs. 

 

 

 
Transporting the net box across the mudflats at Lamorran to the netting start position by the 

trees on the left of the photo. Photo credit: Robin Bradley. 

 

A couple of perspex fish viewers were gratefully received from Dr Ben Ciotti at the 

University of Plymouth, in connection with our involvement in the FinVision project. These 

have proved very popular with our volunteers, who love to see the various and beautiful fish 

species we find in their natural state, swimming around with fins up. They have been 

invaluable in helping to identify lesser-known species, either on site or subsequently from 

photos. 
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‘1’ group bass, still with spots, in the fish viewer. Netted on 30.4.25 at Merthen. Photo credit 

Hedley Thomas 

 

2.3 Recording 

 

There has been no change to our recording methodology this year. Details of this can be 

found in Appendix 10.6, and the CBIG Survey Data spreadsheet (see under Notes tab), 

available on the CBIG website (Survey Data page). 
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3. WEATHER & WATER CONDITIONS 

3.1 Weather 
 

One of the driest, warmest and sunniest springs on record was followed by the warmest 

summer on record. Conditions were persistent as well, with four separate heatwaves. The 

summer was also particularly dry across much of England and Wales. Rainfall was higher in 

the south-west of England and south Wales reaching 75% of the season's average and 

reflecting more unsettled conditions in the region. Source: Met Office blog. 

 

Surveys had to be cancelled due to bad weather on four occasions – one each in June and 

August, and two in September. 

 

Hourly wind data for RNAS Culdrose were obtained from two open-access sources. 

Observations up to and including 2024 were taken from the Met Office MIDAS Open 

dataset, which provides quality-controlled surface observations of mean wind speed, 

direction, and maximum gusts under the UK Open Government Licence. Data for 2025 were 

retrieved from the Open-Meteo API (Zippenfenig, 2023), which draws on ERA5 and CERRA 

reanalysis products from the European Centre for Medium-Range Weather Forecasts 

(ECMWF). Monthly wind roses were generated using a custom Python script that aggregated 

the hourly records by wind direction and speed, producing frequency distributions graphically 

as a polar plot (wind roses).  

 

Wind roses for 2025 (see Fig. 4 on p29) show that there was a preponderance of winds with 

an easterly component during March and April, some of which were quite strong. During 

May this continued but was balanced by winds from a south-westerly direction; my own 

records (from timeanddate.com) show that these did not kick in until later in the month. 

Winds from a south-westerly, or westerly direction, some of which were quite strong, were 

common in June, veering to a north-westerly direction during July. 

 

The situation was quite different in 2024 (see Fig. 5 on p29), where very few winds with an 

easterly component were seen until May, but even then, were not particularly predominant. 

Southerly to south-westerly winds, some of which were quite strong, dominated during 

March and April, veering to a mainly southwest – northwest direction in June and July. 

 

3.2 Water conditions  

 

Water temperatures over the winter of 2024/25 in the Fal (as measured by the Cornwall IFCA 

temperature logger in Mylor Pool) only dropped below 8°C for a period of 8 days between 

the 14th and 21st January, with only 1 measurement of <7°C (6.1°C) on the 17th. 

 

Table 2 below shows water temperatures measured on site and obtained from 2 separate 

sources for nearby local areas, during February, when the lowest temperatures are usually 

expected. At only one of these (Merthen on 12.2.25) did the water temperature fall below 

8°C. 
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 Water temperature (°C) 

Date Site Measured on site* Falmouth SST** Mylor Pool 

(Upper Carrick 

Roads)*** 

12.2.25 Merthen 7.6 - - 

15.2.25 Gorrangorras 11.7 10 8.8 

26.2.25 Penpol 10.7 9.9 9.3 

26.2.25 Polwheveral 11.8 9.9 9.3 

27.2.25 Cowlands 11.0 10.2 9.5 

 

* Battery operated digital thermometer 

** seatemperature.org 

***CIFCA temperature logger 

 

Temperatures were measured at varying times of the day for the site measurements, and at unknown times for 

the Falmouth SST and CIFCA temperature logger. 

Table 2. Winter water temperatures at various survey sites and nearby local areas. 

 

The waters around the UK were gripped by a prolonged marine heatwave. This began in early 

March, and continued into May, with sea surface temperatures around the UK being 1.5 to 

2.5°C warmer than usual. Source: Met Office blog.  

 

My own records (from seatemperature.org), show that average sea surface temperatures for 

Falmouth were higher than the long-term average between January and August, the anomaly 

peaking at 1.8°C in May. 

 

Sea temperature isotherms, as shown in Fig. 2 (source: cornwall-beaches.co.uk) showed that 

in mid-March 2025 the South Cornwall coast was at 10°C, the remainder of the South coast 

of England was at 9°C, and mid-Channel from 9-11°C.  

 

 
Fig. 2 Sea temperatures for the coastal waters of the British Isles on 20.3.25. 
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The average measured water temperature for the 2025 Fal surveys was 19.3°C, compared to 

19.7°C in 2024. The average measured water temperature for the 2025 Helford surveys was 

18.6°C, compared to 18.9°C in 2024. We recorded a record high temperature of 28.9°C at 

Gorrangorras on 10.8.25. Monthly average water temperatures are shown in Fig. 7 on p31. 

 

The average measured salinity for the 2025 Fal surveys was 25 parts per thousand (ppt) 

compared to 27ppt for 2024. The average measured salinity for the 2025 Helford surveys was 

27ppt, compared to 29ppt for 2024. Monthly average salinities are shown in Fig. 6 on p30. 
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4. RESULTS 

 

All counts and measured lengths for each species found, and metadata (site information, 

netting times, water temperature, salinity, weather conditions etc.) are recorded in the CBIG 

survey data spreadsheet, available via the CBIG website (Survey Data page).  

 

4.1 Bass abundance and lengths 

Summaries of bass catches and average lengths for each survey (including metadata), and 

overall average lengths, are included in tables at the end of this section. 

 

Part 1 survey results – May and June 

 

We were able to survey all sites at least once during part 1 of the survey programme. This 

involved 11 surveys on the Fal (including 2 with Fyke net) and 4 on the Helford. 

 

‘1’ groups were netted on all surveys on the Helford. Numbers ranged from 2 – 12, with a 

combined total of 29, resulting in an overall Catch Per Survey (CPS) of 7.25.  

 

‘1’ groups were netted on 9 surveys on the Fal. Numbers ranged from 2 – 518, with a 

combined total of 1,288, resulting in an overall CPS of 117.0. There were some 

inconsistencies in the pattern of results. For example, Lamorran produced 330 ‘1’ groups on 

10.5.25, the highest number we’ve found there in May, but on 12.6.25 we found only 5 there. 

Ruan produced 26 ‘1’ groups on 2.5.25, then on 15.6.25 produced 336, the highest we’ve 

ever seen there. A survey at Cowlands on 26.6.25 produced 518 ‘1’ groups, the highest we’ve 

seen there. 

 

A single ‘0’ group was found at Tresemple on the Tresillian River (part of the Fal complex) 

on 20th May, the earliest we’ve seen ‘0’ groups, and at 22mm also the shortest. This was 

followed by a good catch of 62 at Lamorran on 12th June.  

 

Part 2 survey results – July to October 

 

Part 2 of the survey programme normally runs during August and September but was 

extended this year to accommodate a trial of revised netting conditions at St Clement in July, 

and 3 surveys (Lamorran, Polwheveral and Merthen) in early October to check results, and to 

provide as much data as possible to Cefas for the ICES stock assessment.  

 

The group conducted 10 surveys on the Helford (including 1 with Fyke net) and 17 surveys 

on the Fal (including 1 with Fyke net), with good coverage of all the seine net sites. 

 

‘1’ groups were found on 2 surveys on the Helford, both in late August, with a combined 

total of 13, resulting in an overall CPS from all surveys of 1.3. 

 

‘1’ groups were found on 10 surveys on the Fal, between mid-July and early September. 

Numbers varied between 1 – 32, with a combined total of 120, resulting in an overall CPS 

from all surveys of 7.0. 
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 ‘0’ groups were found on 5 surveys on the Helford, from August until October.  Numbers 

varied between 1 – 31, with a combined total of 60, resulting in an overall CPS from all 

surveys of 6.0.  

 

‘0’ groups were found on all 17 surveys on the Fal, from July until October. Numbers varied 

between 1 – 1,731, with a combined total of 2,552, resulting in an overall CPS from all 

surveys of 150. 

 

The variation in catches at individual sites emphasises the importance of conducting enough 

surveys to allow for the movement of fish within the estuary system, and variation in results 

obtained on the day caused by weather and tidal conditions (taken into account as far as 

possible when planning and conducting surveys).  

 

 
From a catch of 1,731 ‘0’ groups at Lamorran on 20.8.25. Photo credit: Robin Bradley
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Table 3 Bass catch summary – Fal 2025 

Date Site Bass Method & net Water Weather General 

conditions   2025 class 2024 class 2023 class 

No. Ave. 

TL 

(mm) 

No. Ave. 

TL 

(mm) 

No. Ave. 

TL 

(mm) 

See spreadsheet 

notes 

Temp 

(°C) 

 

Sal 

(‰) 

  

Area 

(m2) 

 

Total 

Soak 

time 

(h:m) 

Air 

(°C) 

Wind 

direction & 

Beaufort 

Cloud 

& ppt. 

 

2.5.25 Ruan 0  26 106 + 

170 

0  Held x3 - 29m 16.7-

16.9 

25-22 N/A 00:30 21 SW 2 4/8 Nil Very good 

10.5.25 Lamorran 0  330 102 0  Haul - 29m 18.0 23 2,000 N/A 18 E 4 5/8 Nil Good 

14.5.25 Gorrangorras 0  50 107 0  Held x1 - 18m 22.4 24 N/A 00:10 17 S 2 4/8 Nil Good 

20.5.25 Tresemple 1 22 4 96 0  Trap - Fyke 19.7 20 N/A 04:00 19 SW 2 5/8 Nil Good 

8.6.25 Tresemple 0  0  0  Trap - Fyke 18 30 N/A 05:00 18 WSW 2 8/8/ Nil Fair 

12.6.25 Lamorran 62 31 5 109 2 186 Haul - 29m 17.3 15 2,000 N/A 16 S 4 7/8 Nil Fair 

14.6.25 Gorrangorras 2 30 2 113 0  Held x1 - 18m 24.8 30 N/A 00:10 19.5 SW 4 3/8 Nil Good 

15.6.25 Ruan 2 31 336 119 13 185 Held x3 - 29m 19.0-

18.4 

25-20 N/A 00:30 16 WSW 4 4/8 Nil Good 

18.6.25 St Clement 13 36 0  0  Held x3 - 18m 21.7-

20.9 

20-21 N/A 00:30 20 SW 2 0/8 Nil Very good 

25.6.25 Penpol 7 46 17 136 1 159 Haul - 29m 21.6 30 600 N/A 20 SSW 2 8/8 

Light 

Fair 

26.6.25 Cowlands 12 41 518 133 15 188 Haul - 29m 24.4 26 540 N/A 17 WSW 4 4/8 Nil Good 

17.7.25 St Clement 12 63 5 138 0  Held x2 - 18m 21.3-

21.0 

15-21 N/A 00:20 19 SW 2 8/8 Nil Fair 

8.8.25 Lamorran 4 88 23 153 0  Haul - 29m 20.7 26 2,000 N/A 23 SW 2 6/8 Nil Good 

10.8.25 Gorrangorras 286 77 0  0  Held x1 - 18m 28.9 25 N/A 00:10 25 ESE 4 0/8 Nil Very good 

13.8.25 Cowlands 138 88 19 164 1 225 Haul - 29m 21.3 33 540 N/A 25 SSW 3 6/8 Nil Fair 

14.8.25 Penpol 51 96 30 163 0  Haul - 29m 20.3 35 600 N/A 19 SW 2 0/8 Nil Good 

15.8.25 Ruan 9 92 4 157 1 236 Held x3 - 29m 21.7-

22.7 

35-32 N/A 00:30 24 E 4 3/8 Nil Good 

16.8.25 St Clement 21 89 32 154 1 240 Held x3 - 29m 21.5 25-27 N/A 00:30 21 E 6 7/8 Nil Fair 

20.8.25 Lamorran 1,731 62, 92 0  0  Haul - 29m 21.1 25 2,000 N/A 22 SE 2 7/8 Nil Good 

27.8.25 Ruan 68 99 1 155 0  Held x3 - 29m 20.7-

21.7 

35-25 N/A 00:30 20 W 4 2/8 Nil Good 
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Table 3 contd. Bass catch summary – Fal 2025 

 

 

Table 4 Average lengths for ‘0’ and ‘1’ group bass – Fal and Helford 2025 

 
Fal Helford 

No. of ‘0’ 

groups 

measured 

Ave ‘0’ group 

length (mm) 

No. of ‘1’ 

groups 

measured 

Ave ‘1’ group 

length (mm) 

No. of ‘0’ 

groups 

measured 

Ave ‘0’ group 

length (mm) 

No. of ‘1’ 

groups 

measured 

Ave ‘1’ group 

length (mm) 

655 82 456 125 88 83 42 147 

 

 

Date Site Bass Method & net Water Weather General 

conditions   2025 class 2024 class 2023 class 

No. Ave. 

TL 

(mm) 

No. Ave. 

TL 

(mm) 

No. Ave. 

TL 

(mm) 

See spreadsheet 

notes 

Temp 

(°C) 

 

Sal 

(‰) 

  

Area 

(m2) 

 

Total 

Soak 

time 

(h:m) 

Air 

(°C) 

Wind 

direction & 

Beaufort 

Cloud 

& ppt. 

 

29.8.25 St Clement 53 84 3 155 3 219 Held x2 - 18m 19.7-

19.9 

18-16 N/A 00:20 23 W 4 4/8 Nil 

4.9.25 Tresemple 18 90 1 140 0  Trap - Fyke 20.3 28 N/A 05:30 20 W 3 4/8 

Light 

Fair 

5.9.25 Lamorran 17 84 0  0  Haul - 29m 19.7 16 2,000 N/A 21 SSW 4 4/8 Nil Good 

8.9.25 Cowlands 102 107 2 156 0  Haul - 29m 20.7 30 540 N/A 20 SW 4 3/8 Nil Good 

9.9.25 Penpol 3 106 0  0  Haul - 29m 17.4 28 600 N/A 18 S 5 8/8 

Light 

Poor 

12.9.25 Gorrangorras 14 81 0  0  Held x1 - 18m 18.6 20 N/A 00:10 19 SW 4 5/8 Nil Good 

27.9.25 Ruan 24 109 0  0  Held x3 - 29m 14.7- 

15.0 

31-26 N/A 00:30 17 S 4 8/8/ Nil Fair 

3.10.25 Lamorran 1 75 0  0  Haul - 29m + 

Held x1 29m 

16.0 13 2,000 00:10 18.5 SSW 5 8/8 

Light 

Poor 

All Total 2,651  1,408  37           
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Table 5 Bass catch summary – Helford 2025 

 

 

 

Date Site Bass Method & net Water Weather General 

conditions   2025 class 2024 class 2023 class 

No. Ave. 

TL 

(mm) 

No. Ave. 

TL 

(mm) 

No. Ave. 

TL 

(mm) 

See spreadsheet 

notes 

Temp 

(°C) 

 

Sal 

(‰) 

  

Area 

(m2) 

 

Total 

Soak 

time 

(h:m) 

Air 

(°C) 

Wind 

direction & 

Beaufort 

Cloud 

& ppt. 

 

30.4.25 Merthen 0  2 114, 

189 

0  Held x3 - 29m 16.0-

17.1 

25-21 N/A 00:30 13 E 5 0/8 Nil Good 

12.5.25 Polwheveral 0  4 115 0  Haul – 29m 17.5 19 900 N/A 14 E 3 6/8 Nil Fair 

17.6.25 Bonallack 8 35 11 129 1 206 Held x3 - 29m 20.0-

21.9 

30-20 N/A 00:30 19 SW 4 3/8 Nil Good 

27.6.25 Polwheveral 20 46 12 138 0  Haul – 29m 24 26 900 M/A 18 SW 4 8/8 

Light 

Poor 

6.8.25 Carne 0  0  0  Trap - Fyke 16.5 29 N/A 04:00 23 SW 3 8/8 Nil Good 

9.8.25  Polwheveral 1 61 0  0  Haul – 29m 24.3 35 900 N/A 26 WSW 4 4/8 Nil Good 

12.8.25 Merthen 0  0  0  Held x3 - 29m 19.4-

21.0 

39-34 N/A 00:30 22 SSW 3 3/8 Nil Good 

22.8.25 Polwheveral 0  0  0  Haul – 29m 22.7 35 900 N/A 24.5 SW 3 4/8 Nil Good 

25.8.25 Merthen 0  12 180 0  Held x4 - 29m 20.6-

23.0 

37-30 N/A 00:40 21 SSW 3 0/8 Nil Very good 

28.8.25 Bonallack 31 101 1 192 0  Held x3 - 29m 20.3-

21.7 

34-28 N/A 00:30 20 W 4 6/8 Nil Fair 

6.9.25 Polwheveral 8 112 0  0  Haul – 29m 22.4 30 900 N/A 20 SE 5 8/8 Nil Fair 

13.9.25 Bonallack 2 120 0  0  Held x3 - 29m 17.6-

18.6 

33-26 N/A 00:30 17.5 WSW 4 2/8 Nil Good 

5.10.25 Polwheveral 0  0  1 255 Haul – 29m 16.6 34 900 N/A 16 WNW 4 4/8 Nil Good 

10.10.25 Merthen 18 99 0  0  Held x3 - 29m 15.0-

15.9 

35-30 N/A 00:30 16 E 2 8/8 Nil Fair 

All Total 88  42  2           
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4.2 Other species 

 

Summaries of other species caught are included in tables on the next page(s). 

 

Notable findings from this year’s surveys include finding 18 different species at Merthen on 

25.8.25, and 637 Gilt-head bream at Polwheveral on 9.8.25. Thick lip mullet appear much 

better represented on the Fal, sand smelt and goby sp. much better on the Helford.  

 

Some of the more unusual species found on the Helford included red mullet, black goby, 

five-bearded rockling, fifteen-spined stickleback, tub gurnard and thornback ray. On the Fal 

the finding of a freshwater eel was noteworthy. 

It’s notable that Ebb →Low Water held surveys seem to produce a greater species diversity 

than High Water haul surveys (but note these only involve one replicate.) 
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Table 6 Summary of other species caught – Fal 2025 

 
Date Site Grey 

mullet sp. 

Thick 

lip 

mullet 

Thin lip 

mullet 

Golden 

grey 

mullet 

Sand 

smelt 

Goby 

sp.* 

Gilt-

head 

bream 

Other species Species 

count 

(inc. 

bass) 

2.5.25 Ruan 50 58  54 104 3  1 x Pipefish sp. 7 

10.5.25 Lamorran 1 7   100 25   5 

14.5.25 Gorrangorras 500 2 4  8 1   6 

20.5.25 Tresemple 1,000  4 1  2  5 x Shore crab. 6 

8.6.25 Tresemple        30 x Shore crab. 1 

12.6.25 Lamorran 3 5 1 1 1 30   7 

14.6.25 Gorrangorras 200 6   1  2  5 

15.6.25 Ruan 1 7 3 6 2 2  1 x Flounder. 1 x Pipefish sp. 9 

18.6.25 St Clement 7    19 1  36 x Sprat. 1 x Shrimp/prawn. 6 

25.6.25 Penpol 200   1 50 2  50 x Shore crab. 6 

26.6.25 Cowlands  1,500   500   20 x Shore crab. 4 

17.7.25 St Clement 3 2   1 10  5 x Shore crab. 1 x Sprat. 1 x Pipefish 

sp. 

8 

8.8.25 Lamorran 200  17  200 2 3  6 

10.8.25 Gorrangorras 1,000      25  3 

13.8.25 Cowlands 2,000 1 2  1 4   6 

14.8.25 Penpol 200 1 3 2 1  1  7 

15.8.25 Ruan 75  1 3 250 3  1 x Pilchard. 2 x Shrimp/prawn. 8 

16.8.25 St Clement 206    501  3 204 x Pilchard. 5 x Scad. 1 x 

Flounder. 1 x Pipefish sp. 

8 

20.8.25 Lamorran 2,000  1  2    4 

27.8.25 Ruan 10    402 2  2 x Flounder. 5 x Pipefish sp.** 25 x 

Shore crab. 3 x Pilchard. 1 x 

Freshwater eel. 

9 

29.8.25 St Clement 250 2 3   208  1 x Pipefish sp. 6 

4.9.25 Tresemple 13 1    1  20 x Shore crab. 1 x Flounder. 6 

5.9.25 Lamorran 2 1 5  1   1 x Sprat. 6 

8.9.25 Cowlands 5,000 1 1  2 4   6 

9.9.25 Penpol 2,000  2  1   20 x Shore crab. 5 
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Table 6 contd. Summary of other species caught – Fal 2025 

 

 
Date Site Grey 

mullet sp. 

Thick 

lip 

mullet 

Thin lip 

mullet 

Golden 

grey 

mullet 

Sand 

smelt 

Goby 

sp.* 

Gilt-

head 

bream 

Other species Species 

count 

(inc. 

bass) 

12.9.25 Gorrangorras 200  5      3 

27.9.25 Ruan 5    500 100  50 x Pilchard. 5 

3.10.25 Lamorran 250        2 

All Totals → 15,376 1,594 52 68 2,647 400 34 495  

* Includes fish classified as Goby sp., Common goby and Sand goby. ** Includes fish classified as Pipefish sp., lesser pipefish, greater pipefish or snake pipefish. 

 

Total all species (exc. bass) = 20,666 

Surveys = 28 

Abundance/survey (exc. bass) = 738 

Total species counts = 160 

Ave species count/survey = 5.7 
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Table 7 Summary of other species caught – Helford 2025 

 
Date Site Grey 

mullet sp. 

Thick 

lip 

mullet 

Thin lip 

mullet 

Golden 

grey 

mullet 

Sand 

smelt 

Goby 

sp.* 

Gilt-

head 

bream 

Other species Species 

count 

(inc. 

bass) 

30.4.25 Merthen 54  51  301 324 2 4 x Pollack. 520 x Shrimp/prawn. 53 x 

Pipefish sp. 2 x Flounder. 50 x Turbot. 2 x 

Whiting. 120 x Shore crab. 3 x Black goby. 

14 

12.5.25 Polwheveral 200    200    3 

17.6.25 Bonallack 58 10 6 3 2,500 8 4 1 x Pilchard. 12 x Pipefish sp. 1 x 

Shrimp/prawn.  

11 

27.6.25 Polwheveral 200    500  150  4 

6.8.25 Carne 2        2 

9.8.25  Polwheveral 500 2 1  50  637  6 

12.8.25 Merthen 650 3 1 2 7,200 206 4 55 x Pipefish sp.** 1 x Pilchard.  1 x Red 

mullet. 1 x Five-bearded rockling. 2 x 

Shrimp/prawn. 1 x Dragonet. 1 x Black 

goby. 10 x Shore crab. 

15 

22.8.25 Polwheveral 1,000 1 6  2 6 40 25 x Shore crab 7 

25.8.25 Merthen 400  2 1 208 412 6 1 x Shrimp/prawn. 10 x Pilchard. 12 x 

Pipefish sp.** 7 x Tub gurnard.  10 x Shore 

crab. 3 x Red mullet. 10 x Black goby. 11 x 

Dragonet. 2 x Thornback ray.  1 x Flounder. 

1 x Scad.  

18 

28.8.25 Bonallack 250 4  1 1,000 307 3 7 x Pipefish sp. ** 125 x Pilchard. 1 x 

Fifteen-spined stickleback. 5 x Shore crab.  

11 

6.9.25 Polwheveral 2,000  7    1  4 

13.9.25 Bonallack 400 2 5 1 408 3 1 100 x Sprat. 5 x Pipefish sp. ** 1 x 

Flounder. 1 x Fifteen-spined stickleback. 

12 

5.10.25 Polwheveral 100  2  8 2   5 

10.10.25 Merthen 350  13  350 7  1 x Fifteen-spined stickleback. 2 x 

Dragonet. 5 x Pipefish sp. 2 x 

Shrimp/prawn. 

9 

All Totals → 6,364 22 94 8 12,727 1,275 848 1,188  
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Re table 7 above: 
 

* Includes fish classified as Goby sp., Common goby and Sand goby. ** Includes fish classified as Pipefish sp., lesser pipefish, greater pipefish or snake pipefish. 

 

Total all species (exc. Bass) = 22,526 

Surveys = 14 

Abundance/survey (exc. bass) = 1,609 

Total species counts = 121 

Ave species count/survey = 8.6 
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5. YEAR CLASS ASSESSMENT 

 

5.1 2024 Year Class assessment 

Relatively few ‘1’ groups were seen at the Helford sites this year. The reason for this is 

uncertain, since there were no prolonged spells of low water temperatures (<7°C) which 

could have caused significant mortality of 2024 ‘0’ groups over their first winter.  

 

‘1’ group numbers on the Fal were good, with some of the highest catches we’ve seen at 

some sites (Lamorran, Ruan, Cowlands).  

 

The Fal results support our assessment of ‘Good’ for the 2024 class. This is not the case for 

the Helford. The prevalence of ‘0’ groups was lower on the Helford than the Fal last year, but 

was sufficient to justify, along with the Fal results, an assessment of ‘Good’ for the Fal and 

Helford SAC (Special Area of Conservation) as a whole.  

 

1’ group numbers are less good as an indicator of year class strength than ‘0’ group numbers. 

Finding good numbers of ‘1’ groups supports an assessment of ‘Good’ for the previous year 

but not finding them does not necessarily detract from this.  

 

Although ‘1’ group results do not allow us to confirm our provisional assessment of 

‘Good’ for the 2024 year class on the Helford, last year’s ‘0’ group results for both 

estuaries, in conjunction with this year’s ‘1’ group results for the Fal, support this for 

the Fal & Helford SAC as a whole.  

 

 

5.2 2025 Year Class assessment 

Total ‘0’ group numbers on the Fal were good at 2,651 for the whole survey programme i.e. 

parts 1 & 2 (including Fyke net surveys). However, survey results were quite variable, both 

between and within sites. Lamorran, for example, produced 1,731 ‘0’ groups on 20.8.25, a 

record for this site, yet three other surveys there during part 2 of the survey programme 

produced counts of 4 (8.8.25), 17 (5.9.25) and 1 (3.10.25).  It’s interesting to note that the 

single result of 1,731 at Lamorran constituted 65% of all the ‘0’ groups found on the Fal this 

year; without this, things might have looked quite different. 

 

There were good ‘0’ group results at Cowlands (138 on 13.8.25, 102 on 8.9.25), but these 

were lower than we saw there last year. Gorrangorras produced a good result of 286 on 

10.8.25, but only 14 on 12.9.25; this was similar to the pattern at this site last year. During 

three surveys at Ruan, the highest count we saw was 68, compared to the 564 we saw there 

on a survey in September last year.  

 

For continuity and standardisation purposes, Count Per Survey (CPS) values for ‘0’ groups 

are calculated from surveys (excluding Fyke netting) which take place in part 2 of the 

programme - essentially August and September (but also including any surveys which are 

done in July and October). CPS values are given in Fig. 3 and Table 8 below.  
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The ‘0’ group CPS for the Fal is 158.4. This is slightly less than half of last year’s value, and 

it would be difficult to justify a rating of ‘Good’ for the 2025 year class on the Fal on this 

basis. The value is well above that found in previous years classified as ‘Poor’, so an 

assessment of ‘Fair/Reasonable’ seems appropriate. 

 

The situation on the Helford is quite different, with just 88 ‘0’ groups found during the whole 

survey programme. Despite the early appearance of ‘0’ groups at Bonallack and Polwheveral 

in June, which suggested a good influx of these as the summer progressed, numbers were 

low, only reaching a maximum of 31 at Bonallack on 28.8.25, and totally absent on four of 

the seine net surveys during part 2 of the survey programme. 

 

The ’0’ group CPS (as described above) for the Helford is just 6.7, resulting in an assessment 

of ‘Poor’ for the 2025 Year Class on the Helford. 

 

As shown in Fig. 3 and Table 8 below, variation in ‘0’ group numbers between years for the 

SAC as a whole is evident, but also between the two estuaries in some years, which we 

assumed was due to sampling variations. Previously, our year class assessment has covered 

the Fal and Helford SAC as a whole. The thinking was that, given the proximity of the two 

estuaries, whatever factors determined the success of a particular year class would apply 

across the whole SAC. The difference in results is so stark this year that we feel it is more 

appropriate to give separate assessments for each estuary. 

 

The results of this year’s survey programme suggest a provisional assessment of 

Fair/Reasonable for the Fal, and ‘Poor’ for the Helford. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 3 ‘0’ group Catch Per Survey figures for the Helford and Fal since 2000. 

With thanks to Danny Bowering. 
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Table 8 ‘0’ group Catch Per Survey – Fal and Helford 

 
 Fal Helford Fal & Helford combined 

Year Class 

Assessment 

(Fal & Helford) 

No. of 

surveys 

(July – 

Oct)* 

0 group 

totals 

Catch 

per 

survey 

No. of 

surveys 

(July – 

Oct)* 

0 group 

totals 

Catch 

per 

survey 

No. of 

surveys 

(July – 

Oct)* 

0 group 

totals 

Catch 

per 

survey 

2025 (P) 

Fal 

2025 (P) 

Helford 

16 2534 158.4 9 60 6.7 25 2594 103.8 

2024  11 3643 331.2 7 1028 146.9 18 4671 259.5 

2023 13 544 41.8 3 1363 454.3 16 1907 119.2 

2022 5 39 7.8 2 57 28.5 7 96 13.7 

2021 3 1195 398.3 4 143 35.8 7 1338 191.1 

2020** 2 0 0.0 1 98 98.0 3 98 32.7 

2019 3 1578 526.0 1 803 803.0 4 2381 595.3 

2018 4 47 11.8 4 99 24.8 8 146 18.3 

2017*** 2 207 103.5 2 764 382.0 4 971 242.8 

2016 3 872 290.7 3 2639 879.7 6 3511 585.2 

2015 5 228 45.6 5 479 95.8 10 707 70.7 

2014 5 3107 621.4 5 783 156.6 10 3890 389.0 

2013 7 521 74.4 5 536 107.2 12 1057 88.1 

2012 4 157 39.3 4 648 162.0 8 805 100.6 

2011 7 558 79.7 5 133 26.6 12 691 57.6 

2010 4 88 22.0 8 73 9.1 12 161 13.4 

2009 4 35 8.8 2 27 13.5 6 62 10.3 

2008 4 6 1.5 3 39 13.0 7 45 6.4 

2007 10 565 56.5 4 550 137.5 14 1115 79.6 

2006 8 17 2.1 4 68 17.0 12 85 7.1 

2005 7 1 0.1 7 92 13.1 14 93 6.6 

2004 10 89 8.9 5 32 6.4 15 121 8.1 

2003 6 320 53.3 0 - - 6 320 53.3 

2002 11 551 50.1 3 152 50.7 14 703 50.2 

* Excludes Fyke net data. ** Covid affected survey programme. ***Assessment uprated following reappraisal of conclusions in 2017 & 2018 annual reports. 

Assessment key (P = Provisional) Inconclusive Poor Fair/Reasonable Good
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6. DISCUSSION 

 

6.1 Bass abundance 

In doing this work, our main aim is to provide data on the abundance (and lengths) of 

juvenile bass which can be used as an indicator of the strength (and growth) of each year 

class in our survey area. Nonetheless, it’s interesting to speculate about possible reasons 

behind our findings. Any theories put forward are done so in the context of ‘Citizen Science’, 

and not analysis by those with scientific expertise in the field.  

 

The settlement (taking up residence within the estuary system) of this year’s ‘0’ groups 

appears reduced, particularly for the Helford. Just when we were expecting a ‘bumper’ year 

class, perhaps even approaching the exceptional years of 1959, 1976 or 1989, prompted by 

improving stock levels and a prolonged marine heatwave in the spring, nature threw a 

spanner in the works! So why might this have happened? 

 

Spawning and settlement 

 

 The importance of sea temperature and wind direction as drivers of spawning and settlement 

success is well recognised i ii iii  iv. Spawning in the English Channel, the most likely 

spawning area to supply juvenile bass to the Fal and Helford, is thought to occur 

predominantly during March, April and May v.  

 

A sea temperature of 8.5-9.0°C is thought to trigger the start of spawning. In mid-March, the 

sea temperature in the English Channel south of Cornwall was already at 11°C, while nearer 

to shore, and further east in the Channel it was at 10°C (see Fig. 2, p13). Although sea 

temperatures were slightly cooler and more localised than in 2024, they should still have been 

adequate to trigger spawning in March.  

 

Because of a prolonged marine heatwave, sea temperatures around the UK were warmer than 

usual for most of the spring and summer. Conditions for growth and transport of larvae from 

spawning areas to coastal and estuarine nursery habitats, should have been optimal. However 

marine heatwaves can also have negative impacts vi, and if these adversely affect year class 

strength this is likely to become an increasing problem with global warming.  

  

Rather than occurring as a single event, bass spawning seems to occur in fractions, or bursts, 

with the location of each presumably depending on water temperature vii and fish movements. 

This is quite a clever survival strategy, since hopefully at least some of these spawning events 

will take place when and where conditions are more favourable for settlement. 

 

Wind direction and strength in the area, and at the time, of spawning and the months 

following, seems to be a key driver of settlement success. With a preponderance of winds 

with an easterly component during March and April, continuing into May (see Fig. 4 below), 

it is possible that larvae produced in these months to the south of Cornwall were blown 

westwards into the Atlantic, and presumably perished before reaching land.  
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A change in wind direction to a more south-westerly direction later in May, and in June, may 

have helped larvae spawned from May onwards to reach the south Cornish coast. We had 

previously thought that environmental factors, such as wind direction, would affect the Fal 

and Helford similarly with regard to settlement, but could it be that these act on a finer scale 

than this? The southerly-facing Fal may have benefitted more from the south-west winds than 

the east-facing Helford. 

 

 
 

Fig. 4 Wind roses for 2025. With thanks to Tom Hardman. 

 

It is interesting to contrast these wind patterns with what happened in 2024, a much better 

year for ‘0’ group numbers. As can be seen in Fig. 5 below, southerly/south-westerly winds 

predominated in March and April, and there were few easterly winds, which mainly occurred 

in May. Settlement in both the Fal and Helford may have benefitted from these winds, 

perhaps the Fal more so than the Helford, which may account for the better results seen on 

the Fal in that year (see Table 8).  

 

 
 

Fig. 5 Wind roses for 2024. With thanks to Tom Hardman. 
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Post settlement 

 

As previously noted, ‘0’ group numbers on the Helford were very low (and very different 

from the Fal); the fact that ‘1’ group numbers were also much lower than would have been 

expected (from last year’s ‘0’ group numbers) made us to wonder if factors within the estuary 

may have contributed to the low  ‘0’ and ‘1’ group numbers.  

 

For example, did a lack of rainfall over the summer lead to higher salinity levels, and if so, 

was this a factor? The Helford receives very little freshwater input relative to the total volume 

of water. Salinity varies little within the tidal waters except in the upper reaches and creeks 

after very heavy rain. The estuary is therefore thought of as being marine viii.  

 

Fig. 6 below shows the average monthly salinity for surveys carried out during 2025 and 

2024 for each estuary.  

 
Fig. 6 Average survey salinity by month for the Fal and Helford in 2025 & 2024.  

With thanks to Tom Hardman. 

 

Average salinity values for surveys on the Helford in May (19) and June (25) were lower than 

in 2024 (26 and 31 respectively). Catches of ‘1” groups were lower during these months in 

2025, with a CPS value of 9 compared to 55.8 in 2024.  

 

The average salinity for surveys on the Helford in August, a very dry month, was 34ppt 

(28ppt in 2024), with a range of 28-39ppt (21-36 in 2024). 32 ‘0’ groups and 13 ‘1’ groups 

were found during four surveys, compared to 837 and 9 respectively during three surveys in 

2024.  

 

By September, a notably wet month, the average salinity on the Helford had fallen to 30 

(range 30-35), but catches remained low. A total of 10 ‘0’ groups and 0 ‘1’ groups were 
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found during two surveys, compared to 191 and 1 respectively in four surveys in 2024 with a 

slightly higher average salinity during this month.   

 

It is possible that higher salinity values may have contributed to lower numbers of ‘0’ and ‘1’ 

groups in surveys on the Helford in August, but given salinity and catch results in the other 

months, this seems unlikely to have been a significant factor in their overall numbers. 

 

Fig. 7 below shows the average monthly water temperatures for surveys carried out during 

2025 and 2024 for each estuary. This shows that water temperatures in June were higher than 

in 2024 in both estuaries. For the Helford this difference between the two years continued in 

August. Whether this would have impacted ‘0’ or ‘1’ group numbers is doubtful, since the 

lethal upper water temperature limit for juvenile bass is thought to be 30-32°Cix, and given 

the good catch at Gorrangorras of 286 ‘0’ groups on 10.8.25, when the water temperature was 

28.9°C. 

 

 
Fig. 7 Average survey water temperature by month for the Fal and Helford in 2024 & 2025.  

With thanks to Tom Hardman. 

 

Gilthead bream (Sparus aurata) have a similar life history and occupy a similar ecological 

niche to bass. Juveniles of both species have similar diets and are likely to experience 

resource competition when inhabiting the same areas, although this is still to be fully 

elucidated x. This year we found 848 gilthead bream on the Helford (34 on the Fal), compared 

to 110 in 2024, from the same number of surveys (14). Most of these came from our 

Polwheveral site, including 150 on 27.6.25, 637 on 9.8.25, and 40 on 22.8.25. The number of 

bass caught on the same surveys was 20 x ‘0’ and 12 x ‘1’ groups, 1 x ‘0’ and 0 x ‘1’ groups, 

0 x ‘0’ and 0 x ‘1’ respectively.  
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The giltheads were of a similar size to ‘0’ group bass at the same time of year, so could it be 

that they had displaced them? If so, where have the ‘0’ groups gone? Interestingly we did 

have better catches of ‘0’ groups (but still modest i.e. 31 and 18) at the other Helford sites, 

and on both these surveys only 3 and 0 giltheads were found respectively. The first mention 

of Gilthead bream was in our 1999 report for the Helford, and they have been seen regularly 

since; presumably their numbers are likely to increase with global warming.  

 

It would appear that both ‘0’ and ‘1’ groups have grown well on the Fal and Helford this year 

(see below), so food availability would appear not to be an issue on either estuary.  

 

Pollution is unlikely to have caused reduced numbers of ‘0’ or ‘1’ groups on the Helford, 

given the number and range of other species found there this year (see Results section and 

below). 

 

Clearly, many uncertainties remain regarding interannual variation in juvenile bass numbers. 

We hope to continue working with Dr Ben Ciotti (University of Plymouth) on the analysis of 

our data for the Fal and Helford in this regard. 
 

 6.2 Bass growth 
 

Overwinter growth for last year’s ‘0’ groups looks reasonable in both estuaries. For the Fal, 

the last average ‘0’ group length (on 15.9.24) was 89mm, compared to the first average ‘1’ 

group length (on 2.5.25) of 106mm. For the Helford the last average length 0’ group length 

(on 18.9.24) was 100mm, compared to the first average ‘1’ group length (on 12.5.25) of 

115mm. 

 

Average lengths for ‘0’ and ‘1’ groups in 2025 on the Fal were 82 (79) and 125mm (129) 

respectively, (with 2024 figures in brackets). Average lengths for ‘0’ and ‘1’ groups on the 

Helford were 83 (86) and 147mm (125) respectively (with 2024 figures in brackets). 

Average ‘0’ group lengths were therefore very similar between the two years and estuaries. 

‘1’ group lengths were similar between years on the Fal, but the Helford figure was 

significantly higher for 2025, although it should be noted that this is based on measurements 

from only 42 fish across the survey year. 

 

Figures 8 & 9 below show the highest average length of ‘0’ groups from all surveys during 

August over the years, with trend line, for the Fal and Helford. The trendline appears to show 

that the average size of ‘0’ groups is increasing over the years in both estuaries, with 2025 

continuing the trend, and very similar values for both estuaries. It’s interesting to note the 

high figures for 2018 and 2022, both years with low numbers of ‘0’ groups. Could this be a 

result of reduced competition in those years, and could this also be a factor in the higher 

figure in 2025, particularly for the Helford? 
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Fig. 8 Fal ‘0’ group highest average length (mm) for August surveys with trendline 

With thanks to Danny Bowering. 

 

 
 

Fig. 9 Helford ‘0’ group highest average length (mm) for August surveys with trendline 

With thanks to Danny Bowering. 

 

Figs. 10 & 11 below show average lengths of ‘0’ groups from all surveys between 2019 and 

2025 for the Fal and Helford with trendlines. Note there may be more than one average 

length for a given survey/date, depending on the number of replicates (runs) performed. Good 

growth is evident for 2025 in both estuaries. 
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Fig. 10 Average ‘0’ groups lengths by month in 2025 – Fal 

With thanks to Tom Hardman. 

 

 
Fig. 11 Average ‘0’ lengths by month in 2025 - Helford 

With thanks to Tom Hardman. 
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‘1’ group growth appears consistent with the trend of increasing average lengths since 2000, 

with values reflecting ‘0’ group growth during the previous year. For 2025 growth appears 

similar to 2024 on the Fal, but lower than 2023. 2025 ‘1’ group growth on the Helford looks 

better than 2024 (no trend for 2023). 

 

1.3 Other species 

A recent paper from Morrall et al xi inspired us to look again at how our data on other species 

could be used and add further value to our work. Although bass has always been the main 

focus of our work, as CBIG volunteer Mark Pilcher put it “wringing the data collected by 

CBIG will enhance its value, and will underpin the importance of the estuaries and creeks as 

critical nursery areas for a multitude of species, thereby flagging their importance to be 

protected from damaging land use, development and extractive industries” 

 

From a species richness point of view, we can probably go back right to the first surveys 

(1994), but from an abundance point of view it's only in the last 2 years that we've regularly 

been giving numerical estimates for all the species we find (with thanks to Rob Hillman). 

 

Taking a lead from the previously mentioned paper, we have calculated (see Tables 6 & 7 on 

pp21-24) the species count for each survey, and the overall average for this, as well as the 

total abundance of ‘other species’ found and the average abundance per survey. We've 

calculated the values for this year, and will do this going forward, to track any changes. 

 

There is a notable difference in abundance and species counts between the Helford and Fal. 

We've thought for some time that the Helford surveys produce a greater variety of species 

than the Fal, and this is confirmed by our results, particularly for the 'Held' surveys (Merthen 

& Bonallack), suggesting that the Helford is a better ecosystem than the Fal for juvenile 

fish.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Bass Investigations in Cornwall 2025 
 

                                                                                              

                                                                                      

36 

7. OTHER OBSERVATIONS 

It is useful to receive reports about the numbers of fish, and their lengths/ages, being caught 

by fishers as this can provide useful additional evidence for our year class assessments. 

 

Andrew Pascoe (CBIG member and commercial fisherman) fishing on the south coast in 

West Cornwall reported: 

 

 1.7.25 - lots of different year classes on the coast, including ?3, ?4 & ?5 year-olds.  Even 

some (~10% of 350 fish returned)  ?2 year-olds + lots more in the water chasing whitebait. 

Usually only sees 2 year classes – not 7. Normally 3’s are the first to venture into tidal 

(coastal?) areas, but he thinks the amount of food (whitebait) may be drawing them out of the 

estuaries. Alternatively, this may suggest that not all juveniles settle or grow up in estuaries. 

 

20.7.25 - more small bass around than he’s ever seen. Smallest 22cm (2 yr olds?), lots 

between 28-34cm (3-4 yr olds?) and 38-42 (5-6 yr olds). Lots of whitebait around. Indicates 

other species spawning well? Predation effect on ‘0’ groups? 

 

13 & 18.7.25 - catching mainly mid-30’s cm fish (5 year-olds?). 

 

Some very interesting observations, and an encouraging picture possibly reflecting the 

realisation of several good (2019, 2023), or fair (2021) year classes. 

 

The late John Darling, well known bass angler and author, wrote the following in an article in 

the Sussex Express, October 1980: “Over the past few weeks, I’ve heard of some very large 

fish from the rocks. The two best were well over 13lbs. These are enormous bass by British 

standards, and they’re probably among the last of the 1959 class. Spawning conditions that 

year were so favourable (warm, sunny, not too much wind) that the survival rate of bass fry 

was exceptionally high. The class has given us some good fishing over the last ten years or 

so, ever since the fish became big enough to interest anglers.” With thanks to Les Gustar 

(BASS). 

 

Very young bass have largely translucent bodies but soon develop scales. At what size, and 

age, does this occur?  The first photo below shows a 25mm bass without scales. Using a 

growth rate of 0.33mm per day xii, this would be 76 days old. The second photo shows a 

44mm bass with scales. Using the same growth rate, this would be 133 days old. It would 

therefore appear that bass acquire their scales sometime between these two size/ages. 
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25mm bass netted on 29.5.24. Photo credit: Ryan Hepburn 

 

 
44mm bass netted on 25.6.25. Photo credit: Hedley Thomas. 
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8. DEVELOPMENTS/FUTURE ACTIONS 
 

During 2026 we hope to continue our trial of Fyke netting site on the Helford. We will also 

look to increase the use of the intertidal push net. 

 

Andrew Pascoe (see section 7) hopes to measure all the juveniles (<42cm) he catches and 

take scales from representative fish from each size group to confirm their age/year class. This 

will give valuable additional data about year class strength. 

 

We have expressed an interest in assisting with the new Estuaries Water Quality Monitoring 

Network (EWQMN), run by the Angling Trust.  
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10. APPENDICES 
 

10.1 PERMISSIONS & NOTIFICATIONS 

Cornwall Inshore Fisheries and Conservation Authority (CIFCA) 

Authorisation to use a seine net for conducting bass and juvenile fish research work in 

specified rivers and estuaries in Cornwall was obtained from CIFCA.  

 

Duchy of Cornwall 

The Duchy of Cornwall own the fishing rights on the Helford, and permission to net the river 

was obtained. Notification of surveys on Duchy foreshore is required.  

 

Environment agency (EA) 

Authorisations to use a Fyke net at Tresemple on Tresillian River, at Carne at the Head of 

Gillan Creek, and at Mawgan Creek on the Helford, were granted by the EA. Permission was 

also granted by the landowners, the Duchy of Cornwall. 

 

Notification of surveys 

Each survey is notified to Simon Cadman, CIFCA Principle Enforcement Officer, in advance. 

Also, Sally Gallop, Technical Fisheries Officer at the Environment Agency; Truro Harbour 

Office; Patrick Polglase, Duchy of Cornwall; Hayle and Plymouth offices of the MMO. 

 

10.2 INSURANCE 

Public Liability insurance of £5,000,000 per claim (£5,000,000 in total for all claims 

regarding products liability), and Employer’s Liability insurance of £10,000,000 in total for 

all claims was obtained from Markel Insurance Company. Volunteers using their own boat 

for surveys must have the same level of Public Liability cover and notify their insurers of 

their involvement in the surveys, including conveying volunteers to sites. 

 

10.3 SAFETY & INFORMATION 

Risk assessments are available for each site and are reviewed annually. Generic safety points 

from these are included in an information document provided to each volunteer on joining the 

group, and reissued annually after updating, along with copies of each risk assessment. The 

document also includes general information, such as the purpose of the work. 

 

The scheme organiser is present at all surveys and runs through the procedures and any risks 

involved with volunteers who are attending a survey for the first time. 

 

The scheme organiser attended a RYA First aid course in February 2022 provided locally by 

Falmouth Training Solutions. This was updated in February 2025. 

 

There was one safety incident recorded. This was on 10.10.25 at the Merthen site. The 

incident involved a volunteer getting stuck in the mud. We were able to extricate him by 

using the surf bodyboard as a base for him to sit on while his boots were pulled out of the 

mud. A couple of points are worth mentioning in connection with this incident. It is advisable 

to wear tight-fitting footwear at sites where the mud can be particularly troublesome, to 

prevent feet coming out of the boot. It may be useful to deploy the empty net box as a base 

for the rescuer to prevent them getting stuck too.  
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10.4 COSTS & FUNDING 

The survey work is organised and carried out by volunteers who give their own time freely. 

Likewise, they cover their own travel costs to each survey site/embarkation point. Where 

volunteers, who use their own boats on surveys, incur insurance costs over and above what 

they would normally incur for their own boat usage, we will offer a contribution of 50% 

towards this extra cost if the volunteer requests it. A contribution of 50% towards fuel costs 

for boats travelling to survey sites is offered.  

During 2025 we received a donation of £200 from Janet Doble in memory of her father, 

Derek Goodwin. The dingy, engine and trailer, which Derek had given to the group, was sold, 

thereby raising £520 (including a £20 donation from the purchaser), and avoiding future 

expenditure on boat storage and maintenance.  

From a total expenditure of £629.15, £50 was covered from available funds leaving a balance 

of £674.78 at the date of this report. The remainder of the costs were covered by RB. 

Item Expenditure/receipt 

(£) since last report 

Dingy engine repair 73.5 

Dingy storage – Winter 24/25 80 

RYA First Aid course 90 

Lifejacket service 24.5 

Intertidal push net 93.5 

Donation from Janet Doble 200 

Field notebooks x 2 26.97 

Air pumps x 2 30 

Insurance 85.68 

Pump batteries x 6 15 

Dingy, engine and trailer sale + £20 donation 520 

Boat fuel 50 

Hand nets x 2 10 

Replacement net poles 50 

Table 9 Expenditure 2024/25 
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10.5 NETTING METHODS and NET SPECIFICATIONS 

Methods and nets used on individual surveys are specified in the CBIG survey data 

spreadsheet available on the CBIG website (survey data page) 

 

Netting methods 

 

Haul 1: The net is drawn across the mouth of an inlet or corner and hauled once towards the 

head of the inlet or corner, on the late flood tide, before bringing the net ends together and 

bringing the catch ashore.  

 

Haul 2: The net is drawn across a shallow gulley just before the water spills over onto the 

mud flats and hauled up the gulley to its head on the late flood tide, before bringing the net 

ashore.  

 

Haul 3: A small net may be hauled through a pool left by the falling tide.  

 

Held: The net is held across the tide, perpendicular to the shore, before the far end is brought 

to the near bank in a ‘J’ pattern.  

 

Trap: net set on incoming tide, with trap entrance facing upstream. Lifted as soon as water 

level drops enough to allow access to cod end. Soak time estimated from time when net 

adequately covered to when lifted. 

 

Intertidal push net: worked along the shoreline/narrow channels. 

 

Net specifications 

 

Seine 29.5m x 2m x 5mm mesh - knotless. Without central bunt. Wooden poles fitted. Ropes 

attached to floatline. 

 

Seine 18.3m x 1.8m x 6.5mm mesh - knotless. Without central bunt. Wooden poles fitted. 

Ropes attached to floatline. 

 

Seine 10m x 2m x 5mm mesh - knotless. Without central bunt. Wooden poles fitted. Ropes 

attached to floatline. 

 

Fyke 2.75m x 53cm, 6.5-8-10mm mesh; 5m leader. Single, winged x 2 (5 x 0.5m), 5 hoops. 

D shaped entrance aperture (47cm wide). 3 chambers. Otter guard fitted. 

 

Intertidal push net: 2m wide on 1.5m handles, with lead line and adjustable headline, 3mm 

mesh.  
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Appendix 10.6 RECORDING 

 

Parameter How measured When measured 

Net soak time Start & end time of each 

replicate noted  

Beginning and end of each 

replicate (Held surveys) 

Area netted 60% of length of net x 

distance hauled 

Initial survey only (Haul 

surveys) 

Measured fish count No. of lengths recorded in 

field record. Up to 50 for 

bass; up to 10 for other 

species. 

Completion of catch 

recording 

Unmeasured fish count Count (bass) or estimate 

(other species) of fish 

returned unmeasured 

Completion of catch 

recording 

Total fish count Summation of measured and 

unmeasured counts 

Completion of catch 

recording 

Fish (total) length From tip of snout to end of 

tail in mm, using 50cm half-

round guttering with end 

plate and calibrated tape 

As soon as possible after 

landing catch 

Water temperature Battery operated digital 

thermometer 

Beginning of each survey 

(Haul) or replicate (Held)  

Salinity ATAGO S/Mill-E 

refractometer 

Beginning of each survey 

(Haul) or replicate (Held) 

Clarity Estimated using calibrated 

stick with white end plate 

Beginning of each survey 

(Haul) or replicate (Held) 

Average depth Estimated using calibrated 

stick 

Beginning of each survey 

(Haul) or replicate (Held) 

Air temperature Standard outdoor/garden 

thermometer 

Beginning of each survey 

Wind direction & strength Obtained from 

timeanddate.com – Truro+ 

estimated on site 

Beginning of each survey 

Cloud cover Estimated on site – scored 

from 1-8/8 

Beginning of each survey 

Barometric pressure Obtained from 

timeanddate.com – Truro 

Beginning of each survey 

Table 10 Recording methods and times 

 

Robin Bradley 

Cornwall Bass Investigations Group 

22.11.2025 
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