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Arthurs Lake – what is the problem? 

The last two angling seasons haven’t been the best for Arthurs Lake. Many anglers have made 
comment to the IFS of the poor fishing, particularly for fly fishers, and it seems many are giving the 
lake a miss and trying elsewhere. However, the last two seasons have really just been the 
continuance of a downward trend and the time has now come to question what has happened at 
the lake to turnaround its fishing fortunes. 

The IFS conducts a postal survey each year to assess the status of the state’s fisheries, the Angler 
Postal Survey (APS) which has been running since 1986. Amongst other information the survey 
informs IFS of the catch rate, total fish harvested (including those released) and number of anglers 
visiting a particular fishery. Arthurs Lake is most often the number one visited inland fishery in the 
state. This has not been the case for the past three seasons; Great Lake has overtaken Arthurs 
Lake in this ranking. This may not indicate that there is a problem with the Arthurs Lake fishery 
other than it has become relatively less popular a place to fish than Great Lake. More worrying has 
been the consistent falling catch rate over the last seven seasons, reaching a peak in 2007/08 of 
nearly three fish per angler per day, the catch rate for 2014/15 was only 1.25 fish per day.  As is 
expected with declining visitation and catch rates, the number of trout harvested has also 
dropped. The previous low of 52,000 in 1988/89 has now dropped to an estimated 40,000 for the 
2014/15 season. 

The statistics drawn from the APS are showing the downturn in the fishery but only illustrate part 
of the problem. Arthurs Lake really cemented itself as the state’s most productive large water 
fishery after the demise of Lake Sorell in the early 1990’s. Many who had fished at Lake Sorell 
were now fishing Arthurs Lake and of these were dedicated fly fishers. Even in the glory days of 
Lake Sorell, Arthurs provided many anglers with great conditions for fly fishing with mayfly feeders 
a feature but also many other forms of the sport were very productive. Loch style fly fishing really 
took off at Arthurs when this method was exposed to anglers during the 1989 World Fly Fishing 
Championships. There is also the current generation of fly fishers that had cut their teeth at 
Arthurs. Such was the reliability of the fly fishing at Arthurs Lake that it was a regular spot for 
guides to introduce novices to fly fishing and a dedicated lodge to cater for guided fly fishers was 
built on the shores of Arthurs Lake (Blue Lake Lodge). Fly fishers love clear water, abundant 
hatching insects and visually tracking their quarry. It is these elements that appear to be missing 
from Arthurs in the last few seasons. Rising fish seem to be absent in recent years which is in stark 
contrast to before and during the drought of 2006 to 2009.  

Even in the height of the drought Arthurs Lake had its highest harvest estimated from the APS at 
166,000 fish (2006/07) and highest catch rate at 2.98 fish per angler per day (2007/08). The catch 
rate, visitation and harvest at Arthurs Lake have all dropped steadily since the breaking of the 
drought during the 2008/09 season. This would indicate that when Arthurs Lake has low water 
levels that it is ok and that when it has high water levels it is not. Such a deduction would be 
counter intuitive. In most anglers minds high lake levels are best. So why not in this case? What is 
different? The breaking of the drought in spring 2009 was the start of a period of good rainfall. 
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Initially however the lake rose quite quickly and inundated much of the ground that had been left 
dry from the prolonged drought of the mid 2000’s. Over the course of the next four years 
Arthurs Lake kept rising with only slight drops during summer periods, eventually reaching spill 
height during spring 2013. This rapid inundation following the protracted dry period may provide 
the answer as to what has happened at Arthurs Lake to change the performance of the fishery so 
dramatically. The sustained high water levels (until mid-2015) have not aided recovery of the 
Arthurs Lake ecosystem. 

 

Hydro Tasmania’s environmental consulting arm, Entura, surveyed Arthurs Lake during the period 
of low water levels during 2008 to 2009 and during 2014. During these periods the position and 
make up of macrophyte (aquatic plants) beds were mapped and water quality was monitored. A 
report, Arthurs Lake Macrophyte Survey Development and Monitoring – Baseline Report, put out 
by Entura in November 2015 outlines the situation that has occurred. 

In simple terms the following has thought to have occurred: 

Extended low water levels particularly 2008 to October 2009 have been thought to have triggered 
the following events;  

 Retreat of the water resulting in loss of macrophytes in shallow water, left exposed 
vegetated areas that hold nutrient rich sediment. 

  Dried out macrophytes leaches nutrient into the lake.  
 Areas of lake bed that are in shallow water are exposed to wave activity which scours and 

re-suspends nutrient rich sediment into the lake water column.  
 The increase in nutrients derived from the low water processes such as dying plants and 

re-suspended sediments lead to an increase in primary production, this is when planktonic 
algae (phytoplankton) flourish and become denser in the water column.  

 The result of the increasing algae is a reduction of water clarity (increased turbidity). 
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The increased turbidity and lack of inshore plant communities does not make for great angling 
condition and would likely result in less food inshore for the trout to feed. Dirty water doesn’t 
make it easy for fish to see lures and flies that anglers use to catch the trout. Flies in particular 
become less easy for fish to locate as they rarely emit vibrations that most lures do. Fly fishers 
also lose out on an important part of the Tasmanian trout fishing experience and that is to visually 
hunt fish. Not only does dirty water make it difficult to spot fish it may also dampen the prospects 
of rising fish. 

The rapid rise of the lake in October 2009 halted the period of extended low water levels but the 
quick fix that many anglers expected did not occur. Instead of a panacea, the resulting situation 
which was further exacerbated by rising water levels over the following three to four years was 
more of a bitter pill to swallow. Arthurs Lake had hit a new high water mark and was close to or 
at spill level. 

After the period of low water levels a rapid rise in lake level is likely to have resulted in the 
following; 

 Inundation of land that was kept dry throughout the drought but previously shallow weed 
beds (macrophytes). 

 Re-suspension of newly inundated sediments causing inshore turbidity increases (dirty 
water). This dirty water hampers re-establishment of inshore macrophytes due to lack of 
light. Nutrients in the water column are increased from this activity also. 

 Die off of macrophytes that have established during the low water period of the drought as 
they are no longer able to get the sunlight required for growth now being in much deeper 
water. This leads to an increase in nutrient in the water column.  

 High nutrient in the water column would lead to an increase in phytoplankton (algae). 
 The result of the increasing algae is a reduction of water clarity (increased turbidity). 
 Further reduction in light getting through the water column from algal induced turbidity 

would lead to a further reduction in macrophyte growth in deeper water. 
 
The situation outlined above does not favor macrophyte growth and therefore does not favor 
aquatic invertebrates (insects predominately) that use macrophytes as habitat, particularly in 
deeper water areas.  

Presently however, and probably for much of the current angling season, there has been some re-
establishment of macrophytes, particularly in the shallow water areas of the lake. The aquatic 
invertebrate communities should also be recovering but there would almost certainly be a time lag 
on their recovery. Likewise water quality improvements would follow re-establishment of weed 
beds but would also lag behind the macrophytes re-growth. 

Are we seeing improvement in the overall ecology of Arthurs Lake? Possibly, but at this stage two 
factors are confounding this conclusion. Firstly, as mentioned above there would be time lags on 
various stages of improvement from the macrophytes re-establishment to invertebrate population 
recovery and water quality parameter improvements. Secondly and significantly, Arthurs Lake is no 
longer in a high water regime. As can be seen in the lake level chart there has been a significant 
drop in water level over the last 18 months, as Arthurs Lake is a working storage (for 
hydroelectric generation and irrigation). If the output of water is greater than the input (through 
rainfall and resultant run off) there will be a net loss of water and therefore a dropping water level. 
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This has been the case for 2015/16 trout season with the very dry period experienced during the 
last 12 months causing the lake level to drop significantly. However, increasing multiple uses of the 
lake (hydro generation, irrigation and angling) which are reflected in water level agreements with 
IFS and Tasmanian Irrigation mean that the lake is unlikely to fall to the lows experience during 
2008-09. 

There was an in lake netting and electrofishing survey of the trout population during 2013. Last 
year the IFS collected biological data on 1300 fish from the spawning traps including collection of 
600 samples for ageing and further analysis. The intention is to collect a similar quantity of 
information during this year’s spawning run. This collection of information on the trout population 
will help us further understand the present and future status of the fishery, an important step in 
managing stocks to benefit anglers. 

The IFS endeavors to continue working at Arthurs Lake to ensure that the fish stocks are 
managed in such a way as to benefit all anglers. There may not be a quick fix but the importance of 
this fishery to Tasmania means that anything that the IFS can do to assist in recovering it will be 
done. 


