
 

'King of Lake Ohrid': the fight to save a
Balkan trout

November 16 2023, by Briseida MEMA

  
 

  

Albania and Northern Macedonia, which both border Lake Ohrid, have signed
agreements to ensure the survival of the 'Ohrid Trout' indigenous to the lake.

Along the picturesque shores of Lake Ohrid, things have taken on a
frantic pace at the Lin Hatchery in Albania's Pogradec, as a team of
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specialists races to release the final batch of newly spawned trout this
season.

The hatchery specializes in breeding the "Ohrid Trout"—an indigenous
species in the ancient lake that has struggled for years to maintain a 
healthy population amid habitat destruction, overfishing, and rampant
pollution.

Albania and Northern Macedonia, which both border Lake Ohrid, have
signed agreements to ensure the trout's survival, as a major uptick in
tourism in the area has seen large amounts of development along the
banks.

Known as "Koran" in Albania and "Ohridska pastrmka" in North
Macedonia, the Ohrid Trout has long been a staple in the lake's crystal-
clear waters.

"It doesn't matter what Albanians or Macedonians call it," said fisherman
Artan Male.

"They all agree: this fish, which needs neither a passport nor an identity
card to cross borders, is known as the King of Lake Ohrid, one of the
oldest in the world."

'Any mistake could be fatal'

To maintain the population, Albanian public and private organizations
have increased operations at fisheries to produce 1.7 million hatchlings
this year alone.
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Albanian public and private organizations have increased operations at fisheries
to produce 1.7 million hatchlings this year alone.

"You have to take care of everything. You have to respect schedules and
dates. Any mistake could be fatal and could lead to the death of the
small fish," said Kopi Bici, who works at the hatchery.

The work to repopulate Lake Ohrid along its Albanian shoreline is a year-
round affair. From December 1 to early March, fishing is prohibited in
Lake Ohrid to prevent the disruption of the trout's breeding cycle.

During this period, a group of around 60 specially trained fishermen are
authorized to cast nets to help harvest the eggs of the females and the
sperm of the males.
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"Mixed with fresh water, this fertilizes the eggs," said Martin Jace, who
oversees Albania's Fishermen's Association.

The fertilized eggs are then allowed to incubate, followed by the
hatching of the larvae that are then carefully raised to the fry stage,
which live for six months in the freshwater of the breeding center's
ponds before being released back into the lake.

The cycle from egg to a newly spawned trout is a delicate journey with
every step of the process carefully monitored, including oxygen levels,
food intake, and water temperature.

But there is still a risk of death to the spawns.

This year, to produce 1.7 million spawns, farmers and fishermen
recovered 200 kilograms of eggs to produce just 3,000 kilograms of
adult fish.
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The hatchlings are released into the lake at six months.

'Our babies'

To bring the young fish back into the lake, employees from the hatchery
brave Ohrid's choppy waters and often heavy showers to release the
spawns.

"These are our babies, and they need to be in good physiological
condition to withstand their new life in the lake," said Jovan Bale, as he
scooped up young fish at the hatchery's pond and that are later placed in
plastic containers filled with water.
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The fish are then transported to the edge of the lake, hoisted onto a boat
and released into its deeper waters.

Time is of the essence during the trip—the containers that carry the new
spawns are stuffed with the young fish, meaning there is little oxygen for
the hatchlings.

"It's a race against time, the fish have to be released very quickly. Any
delay would be fatal. If the water heats up and they lack oxygen, they
die," said Jace, adding that the cool waters during October and
November were optimal to release the spawn.

But any effort to preserve the trout's population will likely be futile if the
underlying issues threatening the fish and the lake's other 145 endemic
species are not addressed.
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The Ohrid trout is not only a local delicacy, but has long been rumored to have
been a favorite of the late Queen Elizabeth II.

"If we don't want to lose the Ohrid trout forever, we need to join forces,"
said Blerina Turshina, a chef at a restaurant in Tushemisht on the
Albanian side of the lake.

The trout remains a culinary delicacy in the area and has attracted
tourists from across southeastern Europe who are keen to sample the
tasty, red-spotted fish, which has long been rumored to have been a
favorite of the late Queen Elizabeth II.

"Grilled or baked, with onions, spices and nuts or with a white lemon
sauce, [the trout] is the king of dishes," said Turshina.

And in a region where nationalism is often at a low boil, fights over the 
fish's true origins have been known to be a topic of
conversation—something Turshina and others are quick to laugh off.

"It doesn't matter," said Turshina. "It's the Ohrid trout".
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