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Key findings 

• The River Rib at Latchford Lake fishery is a degraded chalk stream 
with much potential for enhancement of its wild trout population, the 

fishery and overall aesthetics of the river. 

• The perceived requirement to stock the river with trout should be 

reviewed by the syndicate. Analysis of catch returns should be the 
first step of the review process. 

• The upper fishery should be maintained through minimal intervention 

to act as a reserve for the river’s wild trout. Stocking should not take 
place in the upper fishery.  

• There appears to be a lack of gravel supply with over-deep and wide 
areas acting as sinks to gravel that is transported downstream. The 

placement of gravel would enable the riverbed morphology to be 
restored, providing wide riffle habitats that will energise the head of 

downstream pools and provide spawning opportunities. 

• Fallen woody material (sticks, branches and trees) should be retained, 

and made secure. 

 

• Many parts of the river, especially the lower fishery, exhibit an incised 
channel. Re-grading of the banks to create a 2-stage channel could 

address the current poor bank profile. 

• Tree planting is required to diversify the species and their age. 

Planting is particularly needed in the lower fishery. 
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1.0 Introduction 

This report is the output of a site visit undertaken by Rob Mungovan of the 
Wild Trout Trust to the River Rib at the Latchford Lake Fishery, Herts. A 

member of the angling syndicate was present for part of the visit, as was 
Environment Agency Fisheries Officer Rick Baulding. The visit was 

undertaken on the 12th February after a period of high rainfall, which had 
seen the river experience extensive flooding. Comments in this report are 

based on observations made on the day.  

 
The purpose of the visit was to advise on the suitability of the river for wild 

brown trout, and to consider measures that could be implemented to 
improve habitat.   

 
Normal convention is applied throughout the report with respect to bank 

identification, i.e. the banks are designated left bank (LB) or right bank (RB) 
whilst looking downstream. 

 

2.0 Catchment Overview 

Table 1 summarises the Water Framework Directive (WFD) data for the 
River Rib, with an overall classification of ‘moderate’ ecological status. 

Parameters that make up the classification include ‘good’ for fish, ‘high’ for 
invertebrates and ‘moderate’ for macrophytes and phytobenthos. However, 

in common with all rivers sampled, the fail under “chemical” analysis has 
driven down the river’s overall status (the lowest scoring attribute usually 

driving the classification). The ‘poor’ classification for phosphates is also of 
concern as it is likely to drive excessive weed and algal growth. 

 
The Rib is a medium sized (~25km long) chalk stream with brown trout 

populations in its middle to upper reaches, and coarse fish present towards 

its confluence with the River Lee.  
 

The catchment falls within the South Suffolk and North Essex Claylands 
National Character Area (even though it is in Herts). It is a mixed landscape 

with ancient woodlands, small meadows and arable farming. The overall 
character is of a gently undulating, chalky boulder clay plateau with gravel 

and sand deposits beneath the clay. Due to the presence of clay in the upper 
reaches, the catchment can be flashy in nature, with the river carrying a 

high sediment load due to sand deposits combined with arable farming 
within the catchment. 

 
As with many chalk streams in the region, abstraction for public water 

supply has had an impact on river flow.  
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 Waterbody details 

River River Rib 
WFD Waterbody Name Rib (from confluence with Quin to Lee Navigation) 
Waterbody ID GB106038033360 
Management Catchment Lee Upper 
River Basin District Thames 

Current Ecological Quality Overall classification of Moderate for 2019 
U/S Grid Ref inspected TL 39219 21580 
D/S Grid Ref inspected TL 39368 20556 
Length of river inspected 2.3km 

Table 1 Data from https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-

planning/WaterBody/GB106038033360 

 

 
Table 2 Data from https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-

planning/WaterBody/GB106038033360 

 

https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/WaterBody/GB106038033360
https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/WaterBody/GB106038033360
https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/WaterBody/GB106038033360
https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/WaterBody/GB106038033360
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Map 1 – The River Rib Latchford Lake. Red arrow is upper limit, blue arrow is 

downstream limit of visit © Ordnance Survey. 

 

The Latchford Lake is fished by a small syndicate who mainly target the 
lake, but 8 members also fish the river. The fishery has ~4 miles of river, 

which is stocked annually with 150 to 200, 10-12 inch triploid brown trout 
and 250 to 500, 3-5 inch fingerlings. Additional stockings may take place if 

floods are considered to have washed fish out of the fishery.  
 

Burrows were seen in the bank at TL 38846 21124 and were suspected to 
be from water vole. No otter spraints were observed but the discarded 

remains of signal crayfish were found, believed to have been eaten by an 
otter. 

 

3.0 Habitat Assessment 

The fishery had a distinct feel of 2 halves, and for the purpose of this report 
the visit has been divided into the lower and upper fisheries, with the walk 

commencing at the downstream end.  

 

3.1 The Lower Fishery 

The visit started at the ford, which being under relatively high water posed 
no barrier to the movement of fish. However, it is likely to present an 

obstruction during low-flow periods.  

Lower fishery 

Upper fishery 
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The river’s wet width is ~5m. The bed was mainly sand with occasional 
areas of firm gravel and cobbles. The reach did not exhibit any “classic” 

riffles but one area of shallow bed with cleansed gravel at TL 39097 20839 

did contain a trout redd. However, in many areas, the riverbed contains too 

much fine sediment for successful trout spawning.  
 

Land use adjacent to the river is arable, with a wildflower buffer strip 
extending ~10m back from both banks. It was reported that the buffer 

strips are a recent creation and already appear to be increasing the 
abundance of terrestrial insects.  

 
The river has a relatively uniform bed profile, limiting the occurrence of 

shallow glides and riffles. The uniformity is a consequence of past river 
dredging, which has removed large volumes of the natural coarse sediment 

(gravel and cobbles) and there appears to be a lack of coarse sediment 

supply. Consequently, parts of the lower fishery constitute long deep glides 
with silty substrate. While this type of water is currently only capable of 

supporting a few adult stocked trout, simple improvements could return it 
to a biodiverse habitat capable of supporting a far greater number and size 

range of wild trout. 
 

Adult trout need deeper pools (usually > 30cm depth) with nearby cover 
such as undercut banks, sunken trees/tree limbs and/or low overhanging 

cover (ideally trailing on, or at least within 30cm of the water’s surface). 
Spawning trout require loose gravel with a good flow-through of oxygenated 

water. Juvenile trout need shallow water with plenty of diverse structure for 
protection against predators and wash-out during spates. Any weak link in 

habitat quality will restrict the population from reaching its full potential.  
 

The reach requires more trees (pic 1). Trees are hugely important for rivers, 

with their canopies providing summer shade, which aids water temperature 
regulation (thus providing a degree of climate change resilience). Shade 

cast by trees will also control excessive summer weed growth. Tree 
canopies support a high number of terrestrial invertebrates and some of 

those will fall on to the water to become food for fish. Trees also drop 
organic matter into rivers (whether it be leaves, twigs or larger limbs) which 

provide valuable structure, cover and food for aquatic invertebrates, 
initiating nutrient cycling and increasing the diversity of food webs.  

 
Together, branches, sticks and tree trunks all provide valuable woody 

material. Large woody material (LWM) provides underwater cover and may 
offer protection for fish against predators. It can also provide natural flow 

deflection which may increase a river’s velocity assisting cleansing of the 
gravel bed. Where LWM presents no flood risk it should be retained. Where 

possible, in more open sections, additional branches, tree limbs and even 

fallen trees should be secured within the river to provide habitat. 
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Pic 1 – The river is sparse of trees and low-growing shrubs. 

 

Occasional mature osier willows are present and have caught flood wrack. 
The wrack provides valuable cover for fish and invertebrates, especially 

during high flow (pic 2). Osier willows are extremely pliable, and vigorous, 
and can be hinge-cut to give cover at water level. However, given the 

limited tree cover, it is inadvisable to manage an entire tree for fear of 
losing over-head cover.  
 

 
Pic 2 – Osier willow providing cover during high flow. It would be suitable for hinging of 

some of its limbs (see recommendations). 

 
Occasional alder trees are also present (pic 3). Alder (and willow) roots 

provide excellent bank stability and underwater cover. They also put out 
low-growing branches which create a fish lie where they touch the water. 
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Low-trailing branches should not be removed, especially when cover is 

limited. 

 
Pic 3 – Alder tree with low trailing branches. 

 

Himalayan balsam plants were noted along the entire river, but it was not 
possible to assess their dominance during the dormant season. Himalayan 

balsam is an invasive non-native species (INNS) which has the capacity to 

dominate native flora and suppress valuable soil-binding grasses. When 
balsam plants die-back in winter riverbanks are left bare and prone to 

erosion. If the balsam is not yet dominant it would be wise to control it by 
hand-pulling to achieve eradication. The seeds of balsam can remain viable 

for 3 years, so a co-ordinated programme of repeated control is needed.  
 

A fallen willow provides valuable cover at TL 39135 20809 (pic 4). 
Importantly, the retained trunk on the bank top encourages flood flow out-

of-channel, thus slowing the flow of water down the catchment. The trunk 
also forces water down against the bed, initiating scour and sediment 

transport which, once the sediment is deposited, results in bedform and 
flow variation; both beneficial for the river and its trout.  
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Pic 4 – A fallen willow provides important overhead cover and initiates bed scour. 

 

Overall, the reach is relatively sinuous with narrowing at tight meanders 

helping to increase flow velocity. This is normally to be encouraged, but on 

the Rib, the erosion to the meanders is unchecked (pic 5) due to a lack of 

tree roots providing bank strength and soil cohesion. This problem is 

compounded by the collapse of bank sections due to signal crayfish burrows 

in the friable sand/clay banks.  

 

Point bars (on the inside of bends) are locations where fine sediment 

deposition (especially silt and sand) tends to occur (pic 6). Whilst some 
sand deposits were observed, the volume was limited. It was also noted 

that sand was rarely deposited high up the bank, or out-of-bank. It is 
suspected that the relatively homogenous flow of the Rib in flood (due to a 

lack of fallen trees and lowering of the bed through past dredging), limits 
the river’s ability to scour and transport sand and silt from the riverbed. 

Fine sediment is therefore smothering the gravel bed in many areas, 

reducing the number and diversity of niches for aquatic invertebrates.  
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Pic 5- Eroding meander supplying sand. 

 

 
Pic 6 – A wide berm formed by accumulations of fine sediment. 

 

Sand deposition could be encouraged on the inside of meanders by 

undertaking land-lowering in combination with pinned LWM to create 

depositional zones (similar to that seen in pic 6). The lowered land would 

also provide an increase in floodplain capacity, whilst contributing to the 

slowing of flood flows. Pic 7 illustrates a meander point bar that could be 

lowered.  
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Pic 7 – Illustrative land lowering of a meander point bar (blue outline) to show how a 

depositional zone could be created. Note the red arrow showing a sand deposit. 

 

Trailing vegetation and rough vegetation are also able to slow the flow and 

encourage sand deposition as can be seen in pic 8. 

 

 
Pic 8– Trailing woody material slows the flow allowing sand to be deposited (red arrow). 

The branch at water level provides a lie for a trout (red circle). 

 
The most ecologically valuable part of the lower fishery is at the upstream 

end, where hawthorn, ash and young elms strengthen the high bank, 
protecting it from scour, whilst allowing an undercut to evolve, providing 

good fish cover.  
 

Sadly, ash die-back is present and will likely result in the trees dying in the 
next five years. A management choice should be made as to whether to use 
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the ash trees for tree-hinging whilst they are still pliable, or to leave them 

as standing dead trees, to ultimately fall in the river. 
 

 
Pic 9 – A mix of trees and their roots sustain this high bank and have allowed an 

undercut to develop. 

 

The majority of the lower fishery is suffering from an incised channel. A lack 
of coarse sediment supply limits the river’s ability to create important 

riverine features of gravel bars, riffles and fast glides, and to initiate fine 
sediment transport. Consequently, the bed is smothered by fine sediment, 

with sand dominating. 

 

3.2 The Upper Fishery 

This reach has a narrower cross section, generally a lower bank and a 

shallower water depth. It is suspected that it has not been subject to the 

same intensity of historic dredging as the lower fishery. In places, the river 

is evolving a 2-stage channel as vegetated berms grow out into the channel 

and provide important sinks for fine sediment (pic 10). When in excess, 

particularly in uniform, over-capacity channel sections, sand can settle in 

pools causing them to shallow. This is reported to have happened in the 

fishery. To address the problem the source of the sand must be addressed 

(which may be from bank erosion and/or land management within the 

catchment), and natural features (i.e. fallen trees) retained to create faster 

flows into pools and scour sand from the bed. 

 

Riparian trees and shrubs are more frequent in the upper fishery, and there 

is a greater variety of species and ages of the trees. A large volume of cut 

scrub was piled ready for burning. All woody material should be saved to be 

used for river habitat enhancement work. 
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Pic 10 – The shallow bank profile enables vegetated berms to extend into the river. The 

inset picture shows possible water vole burrows. 

 
Pic 10 shows an area of good flow diversity and a stand of water crowfoot. 

Typical of clean, swift-flowing rivers, water crowfoot is important for 
retaining a head of water, creating flow diversity, increasing cover, and as 

a spawning substrate for many coarse fish. It was reported that much of 
the plant has been planted out in recent years, with much success. The 

crowfoot will increase summer cover for fish of all ages and support 

specialised species of up-winged river flies and midge. However, further 
attention much be focussed on cover for all life-stages of trout, particularly 

during the leaner and harsher winter months. Such cover is easily provided 
by fallen trees. 

 
What cannot be seen in pic 10 is the bed variation, which undulates subtly 

with patches of cleansed gravel and pockets of sand. This diversity of 
habitats will support a greater diversity of aquatic invertebrates, providing 

additional hatching periods througth the year which in turn sustains a 
greater number of fish (and angling opportunity).  

 
The river is still bordered by a wildflower buffer strip, but there are more 

small copses and tree belts. Tall marginal vegetation of great willow herb, 
reed canary grass and common reed are present, which in addition to 

providing important marginal cover for fish, also provides cover for a wide 

range of both terrestrial and aquatic invertebrates, as well as suspected 
water voles.    

One of the small copse had recently been the focus of river maintenance 

with branches lopped to aid casting (pic 11). The retention of branches over 

the Rib (which is generally sparse of trees) should be encouraged, but 

where a branch absolutely has to be removed then consideration should be 

given to simply hinge-cutting it to trail in the margin. If a branch must be 

removed, then it should be pinned in the margins to provide cover and 
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sediment entrainment. A similar opportunity presents itself at the next 

meander (TL 38913 21156) where osier willows are present on the bank top 

(pic 12). 

 

 
Pic 11 – The branches of this willow could have been hinge-cut to trail in the margin, or 

the entire tree could have been bent over to lie in the margin and re-shoot. 

 

 
Pic 12 - Osier willows suitable for hinging, which would allow light to the sedge growing 

at the toe of the bank. 

 
It was encouraging to see gravels being transported and sorted as the river 

flowed out of the meander pool (pic 13). This was not seen in the lower 
fishery. 
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Pic 13 - Gravels starting to be mobilised and sorted. 

 

The meander at TL 38922 21079 illustrates the force of recent multiple flood 
events (pic 14). The out-of-bank flow has been sufficient to rip grass from 

the bank top. As previously written, there is a pressing need to encourage 
the river’s flow to come out of bank at numerous points thereby spreading 

its force over a wider area. The approach of “slowing the flow” 

(www.slowtheflow.net) has relevance for this clay-influenced chalk river. 
High velocity flows during winter present a harsh environment for many fish 

to survive. It is very likely that stocked fish from previous years die or leave 
the fishery during high flows, being poorly suited to the wild environment. 

In contrast, wild fish produced within the river have far greater survival 
rates. Their affinity to the reach in which they have establish a territory 

means they have a much greater chance of remaining there from year to 
year.  

 

 
Pic 14 - High energy out-of-bank flow. “Slow the flow” is needed. 

http://www.slowtheflow.net/
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The river flowed through a reach dominated by common reed. Whilst the 

plant is not necessarily what a small-river fishery might want (due to its 
height dominance and ability to “close-off” a channel) it provides valuable 

habitat for fry emerging in late winter/early spring, a time where many 
plants are absent. The reed provides excellent cover from flow and 

predators (pic 15).  

 

 
Pic 15 - Retain reed fringe as it is, do not cut back to bank. 

 

Blackthorn shrubs present interesting opportunities to create sinuous flow 

by hinge-cutting alternate trees in a straight reach of river (pic 16). 

 

 
Pic 16- Blackthorn for hinging. 
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It was pleasing to observe a mid-channel berm (pic 17) which may create 

a small backwater as flow drops. Backwaters offer low-flow shelter to trout 
fry as they emerge and occupy territories. Where the bed gravel was 

observed, it was generally better sorted and contained less fine sediment. 
In places, the bed looked suitable for spawning but no redds were seen (it 

is possible they have been flattened by high flows). 
 

 
Pic 17 - Channel and flow diversity providing habitat diversity. 

 

The first large fallen in-channel tree was observed at TL 39389 21322. It 

provides excellent cover during high flow and entrains fine sediment. 

Features like this should be retained for the benefit of the river. 

 

 
Pic 18 – Fallen trees should be retained where they have fallen. Willows will put out new 

roots, entraining fine sediment.  
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Vegetated berms (pic 19) dominate marginal habitat in the vicinity of TL 

39353 21438 and create complex flow patterns with water funnelled 
between stands of vegetation. This type of habitat, although challenging for 

the angler, is of high value to trout fry and parr alongside occasional adult 
trout.  

 

 
Pic 19 - Good trout habitat. 

 
Broad shallow riffles (pic 20) provide spawning opportunities which could 

be further improved through the addition of occassional tethered LWM to 
provide cover. 

 

 
Pic 20 - A riffle providing spawning opportunities but lacks low-cover. 

 
Some of the best trout habitat is present just above “The Lordship” at TL 

39283 21512. Low-trailing branches give cover at water level and aid bed 
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scour which has resulted in pools with fresh bars of gravel deposited (pic 

21). There is also willow growth from within the channel (pic 22), which 
provides habitat diversity and cover from predators. 

 

 
Pic 21 - Excellent trout habitat. 

 

 
Pic 22 – In-river cover provided by young willows. 

 

The last meander of the visit is at TL 39264 21559 (pic 23). In common 

with many meanders seen during the visit, the banks are eroding, with sand 

and clay being supplied to the river. Unfortunately, a tree which had been 

in the river has been cut back. It is probable that the tree slowed peak flows 

as a large accumulation of wrack can be seen on the left bank. It almost 

certainly also helped to maintain the depth and substrate quality of the pool. 
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Pic 23 - Removed fallen tree (red circle), note the eroding bank downstream. 

 

The upper extent of the visit stopped at a ditch (pic 24). The ditch 

discharges water from a sewage treatment works (at TL 39539 21617) 

which appeared brown-tinted yet did not appear to be carrying any large 

volume of solids (pic 24). Regular checks should be made to this point to 

ascertain if the water quality is acceptable. A means of assessing the impact 

of discharge would be through the application of the Riverfly Partnership’s 

Anglers’ Riverfly Monitoring Initiate (ARMI). By monitoring groups of 

invertebrates and taking an estimate of their abundance over a period of 

time, trends or even declines in invertebrate numbers may be observed. 

Dialogue should be had on this matter with the Environment Agency initially 

to see if they hold any data. More information about ARMI can be found at 

www.riverflies.org/ 

 

 

http://www.riverflies.org/
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Pic 24 – Brown-tinted water entering the Rib from the nearby STW. 

 

The Rib requires habitat enhancement measures and restoration to make it 

resilient to both low and high flows. Creating a more diverse riverscape will 
increase the range of habitats for both young and adult trout, which will 

naturally increase its ability to sustain itself as a wild trout fishery. 
Enhancing the wild population would alleviate the need to stock.  

 

 

4.0 Recommendations 

The upper fishery had the feel of a smaller river. However, a smaller river 

is not of concern to trout, it is habitat diversity and habitat quality that they 
require. The upper fishery should be maintained through minimal 

intervention to act as a reserve for the river’s wild trout. It is recommended 
that stocking should not take place in the upper fishery. 

 
The current policy of stocking should be reviewed. The first step is to ensure 

that all stocked fish are marked to aid angler identification and accurate 
catch returns obtained to evaluate the contribution of stocked fish to the 

annual road catch. Secondly, the number of fish stocked into the river 
should be reduced to lessen pressure upon the river’s wild trout. WTT has 

a number of case studies where a reduction in stocked trout densities has 
resulted in an increase in annual rod catch. If stocking is reduced, or ideally 

ceased, funds will be available to spend on habitat enhancement and 
restoration work, thus increasing the river’s holding capacity for wild trout. 

 

The lower fishery tended to exhibit deep glides dominated by sand with 
occasional areas of gravel. There is a lack of gravel supply to the whole of 

the river, but it is more pronounced in the lower fishery. Replacement of 
the lost gravels would enable the riverbed to be restored, providing wide 

riffle habitats that could re-energise pools, such as those occurring on the 
outside of meanders, which are currently prone to filling with sand. 
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In combination with bed raising, the lower reaches of the river are suitable 

for bank re-grading to create further vegetated berms. This could be done 
relatively simply with the use of an excavator pushing the bank down and 

out against a line of brushwood faggots to establish a new toe-of-bank (pic 
25). If earth moving machinery is on site, it should also be used to lower 

the inside of meanders to create depositional zones for sand (with spoil 
moved out of the floodplain). 

 

 
Pic 25 – An excavator can be used to re-grade banks, pushing existing material down 

and out into the channel.  

 

Pools can be maintained and created through the use of carefully placed 
LWM (including whole trees placed across the channel). LWM can be placed 

to throttle river flow into key river areas, initiating scour and mobilisation 
of coarse sediments.  

 

In general, the river lacked trees and the resulting LWM features that should 
occur, but the issue was most apparent on the lower fishery. The use of 

tethered LWM (such as large branches and tree-tops), combined with tree-
hinging could bring about exciting flow improvements, initiating bedform 

variation with benefits to the trout population and overall fishing 
experience. 

 
A scheme could be worked-up to provide suitable habitat enhancements. 

The delivery of such work could be implemented by the syndicate under 
guidance from WTT. Simple habitat enhancement and restoration 

techniques could be deployed using: 
 

• Brash berm (pic 26): these features can be created following tree 
works. A brash berm provides complex cover at, and below, water 

level. Brash from tree thinning is pinned against the bank in 
alternating directions or increasing stem thickness, and is securely 
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wired down or held with battens. The brash lattice provides niches for 

invertebrates and small fish, aids silt entrainment and provides a 
rooting substrate for plants to establish. In time (~3yrs) the brash 

will become a vegetated berm if exposed to full sunlight.  

 

 
Pic 26 – A low-level brash berm created following tree thinning. They can be particularly 

effective for enhancing low-flow rivers. 

 

• Flow deflectors (pic 27): these features can be used to increase flow 
diversity and bed scour. They can be simple log deflectors or tethered 

tree stems. The complex flow that arises creates depth variation, 
cover and aids sediment sorting. Flow deflectors should not impound 

the reach above them.  
 

 
Pic 27 - A flow deflector used to focus flow and scour into the centre of a river. 
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• Tree-hinging would be a simple first approach to managing some of 

the tree stock whilst providing cover at water level (pic 28).  
 

 
Pic 28 – An example of tree hinging increasing cover at, and below, water level. 

 

The river has been dredged in the past resulting in an over-deepened 

channel. The river has been stripped of its supply of coarse sediment, which 

in places would provide a degree of natural bed protection. Without coarse 

sediment (gravel and cobbles) the riverbed is prone to incision. Incision 

results in bank collapse and disconnection of the river from its floodplain 

leading to a higher intensity of flooding downstream. Furthermore, the 

increasing volume of water moving down the channel leads to an increase 

in water velocity, this increases erosion and creates a hostile environment 

for fish and can lead to wash-out (especially of juvenile fish). Measures to 

increase the frequency of floodplain connection should be explored. 

The lack of a supply of coarse sediment is limiting the natural formation of 

riffles and bars. Due to a lack of trees, it would be relatively simple to supply 

gravel to the lower fishery and allow the river to act under natural 

processes. Restoration of the riverbed will aid sediment transport through 

the processes of scour and deposition, leading to the creation of ecologically 

valuable riverine habitat.  

Tree planting could address bank instability in the medium to long term. 

Any tree planting would need to be set-back from the river to allow the 

trees to establish a strong root system before a bank becomes unstable. 

Alternatively (or in combination), quick growing willow species could be 

grown at the toe-of-bank with the intention of laying them, to give a greater 

degree of bank protection, once they are above top of bank. Trees 
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particularly valuable for planting adjacent to rivers include willow species, 

common alder, native black poplar, blackthorns and hazel. 

Fallen trees are present and represent important habitat features. Those 

which do not pose a flood risk should be secured where found to retain their 

habitat value. To remove naturally occurring fallen trees would result in 

habitat degradation.  

4.1 Stocking the Rib 

The introduction of stock fish into a small river is counterproductive, 

increasing competition for food and space with the wild fish. The stock fish 
may temporarily congregate in the slower pool habitats, where they will 

compete with the river’s wild adult fish. If the river is to consistently sustain 
higher numbers of fish, its natural carrying capacity must be increased. That 

can be done through habitat improvement.  
 

Whilst some fisheries still stock with domesticated farm-reared fish, 
increasingly more are realising the benefits of investing in better habitat 

and cessation of stocking thereby enjoying the results of increasing 
numbers of wild trout and more consistent sport. Many also discovering the 

enjoyable and rewarding experience of fishing for wild fish in a river that is 
in balance with its environment.  

 

The following text encompasses many of the issues associated with trout 
stocking which may help to inform the fishery: 

 

The native trout populations of Britain possess great genetic diversity, being 

the product of several separate colonisations following the last ice age. 

Many are now further distinct from each other, having adapted to their local 

environments over time. The natural genetic variability of these populations 

makes them amazingly resilient and adaptable to changing environmental 

conditions, which they should continue to do providing human impacts upon 

them and their habitats can be limited. 

However, over the last 150 years, human impacts upon fish populations has 

increased exponentially, with major issues arising from the way in which we 

manage land and rivers. To compound these issues, direct interference with 

wild fish populations also increased, with large numbers of hatchery bred 

fish being introduced to rivers. The artificial mating that occurs within a 

hatchery bypasses vital chemical and visual aspects of mate selection; a 

process that exists to ensure genetic compatibility and maximise the fitness 

of wild fish. Stocked fish (both diploid and triploid), are also affected by 

domestication and natural selection for the farm environment, even within 

one generation in the hatchery (so this includes fish from wild brood-stock 

schemes). After all, farmed fish are the individuals that have survived within 

a concrete raceway, earth pond or tank etc. and are therefore poorly 

adapted for the very different conditions of a natural river. Adaptation to a 

farm environment is cumulative, with genetic diversity, natural behaviours, 
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and survival rates when released to the wild all decreasing with each 

generation in captivity. 

Stocking fish therefore produces a ‘no-win’ situation: if they don’t 

successfully reproduce in the wild, or are infertile (triploids), they are simply 

a negative impact upon the ecosystem; if they do survive long enough to 

breed, their offspring have much poorer survival than the offspring of wild 

fish. However, stocked fish do still temporarily take up space and resource 

within a river that could have been used by wild fish. Naïve stocked fish also 

make an easy target for predators, potentially increasing predator survival 

rates, attracting greater densities of predators, and increasing the negative 

impact they have on a river. 

So, what is the other option? 

Natural rivers (without stocking) have a far greater capacity to produce and 

hold healthy fish populations. As stated, they were successfully producing 

an abundance of fish for a long time before we started interfering. 

A major key to the success of wild salmonids is their life strategy: over-

production of offspring that are then subject to density-dependant 

mortality. The greater the habitat availability in any year, the greater the 

number of trout that will survive, thereby mitigating for mortalities and 

annual fluctuations in the population. This also means that populations can 

be easily increased by improving habitat quality. 

As soon as they emerge from the gravel, trout fry disperse throughout the 

available habitat, constantly competing to maintain territories. This ensures 

that the fittest, dominant fish control the best lies, with easy feeding for low 

energy expenditure. They will then remain there until they challenge for a 

new territory or are displaced by a more dominant individual. Wild fish 

production therefore ensures habitat is fully utilised and a river holds the 

optimal number of fish, with the available space being naturally repopulated 

each year. Such efficient habitat utilisation is impossible to achieve through 

artificial stocking or alongside stocking, because stocked fish disrupt the 

wild population structure and hierarchies. 

While wild fish constantly defend their adopted territory and strive to stay 

within it, stocked fish have little affinity or suitability to the arbitrary reach 

in which they are stocked. A large proportion of fish stocked into rivers 

therefore leave the stocking location or lose condition and die within a short 

time (particularly during high flows). Consider where the thousands of fish 

previously stocked into fisheries are at the beginning of each season and 

why there is even a requirement to restock. In contrast, un-stocked wild 

fisheries provide some of the best fishing early season, as the fish begin 

feeding post-spawning. 



26 

Consequently, most angling clubs actually report increased catches after 

ceasing stocking, as demonstrated by the ever-increasing number of case 

studies on the WTT website - www.wildtrout.org/content/trout-stocking. There 

is sometimes a lag period as the wild fish population begins to recover but 

an increase in juvenile numbers is often evident from year one. Anecdotal 

evidence from an increasing number of fisheries also suggests that grayling 

stocks proliferate once stocking ceases. 

An excellent video produced by Wild Fish Conservancy North West 
documents how the state of Montana in North America ceased stocking after 

realising the major negative impact it was having: 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=U_rjouN65-Q&app=desktop 
 

5.0 Making it Happen 

It is a legal requirement that (most) works to ‘Main River’ sites like the Rib 

require written EA consent prior to their implementation, either in-channel 

or within 8 metres of the bank. 

The Wild Trout Trust can provide further assistance in the following ways: 

• Assisting with the preparation and submission of an Environmental 

Permit to the EA (formerly referred to as Land Drainage or Flood 

Defence consents). 

• Running a training /demonstration day to demonstrate the techniques 

described in this proposal. 

We have produced a 70-minute DVD called ‘Rivers: Working for Wild Trout’ 

which graphically illustrates the challenges of managing river habitat for 

wild trout, with examples of good and poor habitat and practical 

demonstrations of habitat improvement. Additional sections of film cover 

key topics in greater depth, such as woody material, enhancing fish stocks 

and managing invasive species.  

The DVD is available to buy for £10.00 from our website shop 

www.wildtrout.org/product/rivers-working-wild-trout-dvd-0 or by calling 

the WTT office on 02392 570985. 

The WTT website library has a wide range of materials in video and PDF 

format on habitat management and improvement:   

www.wildtrout.org/content/library  

 

 

 

http://www.wildtrout.org/content/trout-stocking
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U_rjouN65-Q&app=desktop
http://www.wildtrout.org/product/rivers-working-wild-trout-dvd-0
http://www.wildtrout.org/content/library
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7.0 Disclaimer 

This report is produced for guidance; no liability or responsibility for any 

loss or damage can be accepted by the Wild Trout Trust as a result of any 

other person, company or organisation acting, or refraining from acting, 

upon guidance made in this report. 

 


