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Trout Fishing on the 
Donnelly River

Fishing Tips and Techniques
Streams and rivers provide one of the most exciting forms of trout 
fishing. In flowing water trout (which often look like dark elongat-
ed shapes) tend to face upstream into the current and often have a 
‘preferred lie’ where they can sit out of the direct force of a strong 
current. This can be behind an obstruction like a rock, or log. 
Here a fish does not have to work so hard to maintain its position 
in the current and can shoot out from their lie to grab passing 
food then return to the same spot. Sometimes fish will also sit in 
front of an obstruction, where the water forms a pillow of water 
that is not moving so strongly. Other favoured lies are under tree 
roots, undercut banks and the deep shade under overhanging 
trees. Your observation skills are the key to success.  Trout will 
often lie in deeper water just downstream from a riffle or rapid 
where the strong currents dislodge small animals from the bottom 
which then drift down to the waiting trout. The drift below riffles 
and rapids typically forms what is known as a ‘bubble’ or ‘foam 
line’ and fish often lie directly in these. 
Look for signs such as fish rising to take food on or near the 
surface. Polarised sunglasses are helpful for spotting fish (amber 
is the optimal lens colour). Avoid casting a shadow on the water, 
and wear clothing that blends with the environment.
Trout are opportunistic and eat a range of insects, crustaceans, 
small fish, worms and amphibians. The fish will be where the food 
is. The four main areas to concentrate on are: 
• the headwater and channels of fast flowing rapids;
• river bends, behind rocky outcrops and timbered structures;
• grassy flooded river banks; and
• where the cold water from streams join the river.
For bait and lure fishing all you need is a good quality 1.8 – 2.1m, 
2 - 4-kg spinning rod and a 1000 or 2500 sized reel. Use 2.7 – 3.6 
kg braid line with a similar weight fluorocarbon leader. 
For bait fishing, attach a light weight sinker (or split-shot) with a 
40 - 50 cm leader coming off a small swivel and a size 6 or 8 hook 
drifted down with the current works well. For lure fishing, a simi-
lar outfit can be used – just tie your lure straight to your leader or 
attach a small snap swivel between.
Live baits such as earth worms, mud eyes and grasshoppers are 
ideal bait. Dough baits (e.g. PowerBait) are a good option for 
people who don’t want to handle live baits. 
Lures of 2 to 5cm are best, the easiest lures are small floating or 
slowly sinking hard bodies. When using lures vary the retrieve 
often; fast, slow, twitchy, steady and so on. Keep moving along the 
bank and other structures casting and retrieving. Bladed spinners 
and spoons can also be used to allow for longer casts. Use lures 
that are natural colours (ie. green, brown, olive and black). 

Trout respond well to soft plastics fished on weighted jig heads Drift 
under logs and through fast water. Jig deep holes, steep banks and 
rocky drop-offs and vary your retrieve with depth.
Fly fishing requires fly rods, lines, leaders, casting methods, and 
‘flies’. Most fly fishers use a medium action 2.1- 2.4 m (7-8ft.) carbon 
fibre 4 – 6 weight fly rod with a weight-forward floating fly line. 
Flies are hooks tied with artificial and natural fibres made to look 
like the wild food trout prey on.
Upstream fly fishing using nymphs (weighted or unweighted) or wet 
flies can be very effective, using good line control to watch the end 
of the fly line, or an indicator anywhere along the leader. Another 
popular option is to fish a streamer fly such as Woolly Bugger, Mrs 
Simpson, Craigs Night-time, Fuzzy Wuzzy, Matuka cast across the 
current and let the fly drift down. Dry flies such as ant, caddis and 
hopper patterns can take a lot of fish on warm days when flying 
insects are about. It is important to keep good contact with your 
flies at all times and to work a consistent line length. Control of line 
speed on the water is critical as the drift of your flies must appear 
natural to the fish. Cast methodically to cover all the likely positions 
in a stream where a fish may be lying. 
Fishing from a kayak, canoe or small boat can work, downstream 
from Boat Landing but there are too many large logs lying across 
the channel upstream.  In winter when the river flows strongly adult 
fish move far upstream into the brooks looking for spawning sites. 
As spring water levels drop most trout return to the river from the 
streams. 

This is the sixth in a series of brochures the ATF has developed on where to 
fish for trout in the SW. If you want to support our projects then consider 
joining us. Contact info@fawa.net.au for details.

Australian Trout Foundation W.A. Branch is the trading name of Freshwater 
Anglers of Western Australia Inc.
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Notes:
The map shows only major access roads near 
the river. Between the Vasse Hwy and Donnelly 
Mill there are a maze of forestry tracks, often in 
bad condition or permanently closed to traffic.
Obey closure signs and proceed with caution.
Bibbulman Track - only the relevant section is 
shown. The track is walking access only.
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Where to Fish
River mouth to Boat Landing
Access via Boat Landing road. A boat or kayak is required to safely 
navigate this section. The picturesque Donnelly doesn’t disappoint 
as it changes from a freshwater system into an estuarine one. 
Unique for Western Australia where both Trout and Black Bream 
can be caught near each other. In recent years the lower Donnelly 
has produced some large Brown Trout since regular stocking of 
browns has resumed. There are numerous feeder streams entering 
the river along this stretch, with Fly Brook and Charley Brook 
some of the larger ones. The confluence of these water ways is a 
magnet for Trout, and some large specimens have been caught in 
recent times anchoring and casting hard body lures and plastics. 
Be aware of boat traffic when fishing this section as the narrow 
river can be hazardous for anchored craft and kayaks.

Upstream from Boat Landing powered craft cannot access due to 
the many trees that have fallen into and across the river.  The river 
runs deep and takes on a more tranquil feel without the boat traf-
fic. It is possible to navigate this section with kayaks and even float 
tubes casting at likely looking lies and the mouths of many feeder 
streams. Both Rainbows and Browns can be found through this 
section with hardbodies and plastics taking most fish, but experi-
enced fly anglers will take fish with streamers, nymphs and dries 
depending on what the fish are targeting.  Bank access is limited 
by thick scrub but Carey Brook offers some small stream fishing 
to intrepid anglers willing to bash through the scrub. Spawning 
fish push as far up Carey Brook as the confluence with Beedelup 
brook. Barley Brook is another feeder stream with great potential 
but as much of the Donnelly access is very limited due to terrain.

Some access is available upstream at the bridge and some quality 
fish are caught here at times. Upstream from here contours are 
steep with a few old access tracks still drivable off Spencer Road. 

Boat Landing to Vasse Hwy Bridge

Upstream of the Vasse Hwy

Highly recommend walking these tracks before descending as 
some are quite extreme and deeply rutted. Only for the expe-
rienced 4WD driver. Better to park up and walk in these days.  
Exploring this area can be very rewarding with deep sections and 
long rapids.

Scotts Rapids – The best set of rapids on the Donnelly. Long and 
wide they can be extremely productive when you get the water 
levels right early winter and late spring. Lots of fish holding op-
portunities and even a waterfall. Predominantly Rainbows present 
dry fly and hopper fishing opportunities during late spring and 
early summer.   
 Boots Camp- One of two old camp spots at the base of a short 
rapid. The deep pool holds Rainbows all year round and a great 
spot to fish early winter both fly fishing and spin gear. 

 Steep contours render much of this section inaccessible. The Bib-
bulmun Track meanders close to a few sections of river allowing 
access for the adventurous angler.  DBCA’s Bevis Campground is 
one such section.

 At times a productive stretch of water with both easy access spots, 
and those suitable for the more adventurous and well equipped. 
The Bibbulmun track runs the length of this section following the 
river closely. The track allows anglers to hike and explore sections 
of river rarely fished.
Chappels Bridge- Access via Boundary and Blackboy roads.  A set 
of rapids are situated at the old bridge site as well as a hiker’s cabin 
and small campgrounds. The river dog legs at a deeper pool, split-
ting as it wraps around a granite island and flowing off into the 
forests. Trout can be found throughout the rapids during winter 
and early spring. A great place for fly fishing, swinging streamers 
in the winter white water, and dry fly in late spring early summer 

Palings Rd to One Tree Bridge

Strickland Rd to Palings Rd

as the flows slow and insects abound. 
Coutt Road Rapids- The old logging track has deteriorated some 
over the years and expect some high-level four-wheel driving if 
planning to attempt (vehicle access prohibited via Bibbulman).
Waters from a deep pool spill over granite creating a whirlpool 
ahead of a long set of rapids. A great place to search for early 
spawners and the deep pool holds fish as river levels reside. 
Glenoran Pool – A popular tourist swimming hole and easy access 
via Graphite Road, the pool holds Rainbow trout all year round. 
Redfins are also encountered frequently in the slow waters. 

 Upstream from the One TreeBridge, the river offers a series of 
deeper pools and slow running sections between granite rapids 
and white water. Follow the Bibbulmun track upstream from One 
Tree Bridge or alternatively explore from DBCA’s Greens Island 
Campground.  Even though the Bibbulman Track follows the 
river, access to the water can requre pushing through dense bush 
on steep banks.

 Mostly forested this section has limited access and various de-
grees of track deterioration. Although the fishing has declined in 
the upper reaches Over the years, anglers willing to explore can 
be rewarded. Winter and spring are the times of year to look, as 
spawners will travel many kilometres with high winter water lev-
els. Look for the confluence of minor brooks with the main river 
channel. The confluence of Manjin brook with the Donnelly River 
is one such area. As river levels recede, concentrate on deeper 
pools adjacent oxygenated water and rapids. 

Above Donnelly Mill the fishing declines as much of the river now 
dries over summer. Fish likely move up past the SW Hwy looking 
for spawning sites when the river starts to flow but these days 
most anglers target other areas of the river.

One Tree Bridge to Green Island

Gregory Rd to Donnelly River Mill

Upper reaches above Donnelly Mill



A valid Freshwater Angling Licence (available online from Fisher-
ies) is required to fish for freshwater fish south of Greenough.The 
licence fee covers a 12-month period from the date of issue. Anglers 
under the age of 16 do not require a licence. There is no closed 
season on the Donnelly River. Anglers may use up to two fishing 
rods and lines or a single hand-held line only. The use of both lures 
and bait is permitted.  A landing net is permitted within 50 m of the 
waterline. More information is available on the Fisheries website.

Daily mixed species bag limit, per angler
You may take four fish (combined) of the following species:
•	 rainbow trout;
•	 brown trout; and
•	 freshwater cobbler.
‘Daily’ means from midnight to midnight.
Minimum size:
•	 Trout, rainbow and brown: 300 mm
•	 Other species (redfin perch): no size limit
Fish smaller than the minimum size must be gently returned to the 
water immediately.There are no bag or size limits for other fresh-
water fish.To help keep WA waters pest free, please thoroughly 
clean and dry all fishing and wading gear before fishing in another 
waterway. Pest species such as carp, goldfish, tilapia and other cich-
lids and redfin perch destroy habitat and prey on juvenile marron 
and native freshwater fish. It is recommended that they are NOT 
returned to the water and are humanely euthanised, with dead fish 
NOT left on the shore. For more information visit the Fisheries 
website.
 Please note that this is only a guide - Angling regulations change 
from time to time.  What is presented here is the regulations in place 
at the time of printing this brochure (May 2025).
It is important to check the Fisheries website to ensure you are 
familiar with the current regulations. 

Angling Regulations (Fisheries)

Bag and Size Limits

printed in May 2025

The Donnelly River

The Donnelly River lies about 300 km south of Perth. The river 
is 150 km long and rises near the hamlet of Yornup as a series of 
seeps and rivulets in extensively cleared agricultural land north of 
the SW Hwy. This section of the river is little more than a drain, 
with extensive erosion and little riparian vegetation. The river here 
dries out in summer. Below the SW Hwy the river enters State 
Forest and here river condition improves with dense shade and 
thick riparian vegetation provding habitat and cover for aquat-
ic organisms. From here to the mouth, most of the river flows 
through either state forests or National Parks and there are sec-
tions with steep gorges that are largely inaccessible. In most years 
much of the channel upstream of Scotts Bridge dries but there are 
usually significant shaded pools which provide refuges for aqautic 
fauna. Unlike most SW rivers salinity is low, and rising salinity 
is not currently an issue. The refuge pools in summer are fresh 
and cool at depth. Below Boat Landing the river flows through 
an extensive coastal swamp.  Salt water does penetrate as much as 
12km up the river when the bar at the mouth is open, but there 
is typically a surface layer of freshwater overlying the salt water 
that extends almost to the mouth. Major tributaries such as Barlee 
Brook and Carey Brook support fish and Carey Brook still flows 
all year.  The Donnelly system was first stocked in 1931.  Stocking 
of both rainbow and brown trout has been regular since then.  
The Donnelly has a reputation of producing some very large fish 
by WA standards, largely brown trout which do very well in the 
section of the river with permanent water between Boat Landing 
and the mouth. 

Rainbow Trout

Brown Trout

Supported by community grant funding from Recfishwest.
The Southern Forests Freshwater Angling Club provided valuable  
assistance with the production of this brochure.

When to Fish

Fishing on the Donnelly River is  very much dictated by the 
seasons. Trout can be caught at any time of the year in the lower 
Donnelly and the peak season for this part of the river may be 
the summer months after many fish have retreated down the 
river and tributary brooks away from the part of the river that 
dries. In summer there is always plentifiul cool water in the 
lower reaches below Boat Landing and plenty of food so fish 
will be actively feeding. While there are river pools on the upper 
reaches of the river during the summer many of those areas are 
not easily accessible and high water temperatures may mean fish 
are not active. When the river starts to flow in late May or early 
June (sometimes later) then fish will move upstream away from 
the refuges they occupied over summer, typically looking for 
potential spawning sites.  The winter months are also the time 
that yearling fish are stocked into the river. Fish will move all the 
way from the lower reaches upstream into the upper parts of the 
rivers and also into the tributaries.  The best fishing upstream of 
Scotts Bridge is therefore from the commencement of the early 
winter flows right through to early summer before the river starts 
to dry up again into a series of pools.  Bear in mind that after 
heavy rain the river may be running high and then fishing in 
the main channel can be more difficult, but often the tributary 
brooks will produce good fish in surprisingly shallow water.


