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Key Findings 

 

• Though pleasantly unkempt in its appearance, the river is suffering 

from its straightened planform and likely removal of large fallen trees 
and other woody material from the channel. 
 

• Significant evidence of ash dieback will have a large bearing on 
riparian shade over the next few years and needs to be considered. 
However, dead limbs and trees could be utilised to build back channel 

diversity. 
 

• Unwanted bank erosion at one point is due in part to the limited 

lateral erosion upstream (and downstream). Increasing the 
movement of the channel across the flood plain will help to disperse 
flow energies, and consequent erosion and deposition. 

 
• The RB landowner will need to be consulted on most interventions 

suggested. Increased participation and buy-in from them would be 

beneficial as would duplicating the buffer fencing introduced on the 
LB. 
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Introduction  

This report represents the output of a visit to the River Torridge at the 
invitation of Devon Wildlife Trust (DWT), initially to investigate bank erosion 
and possible future loss of a nearby footpath. 

This report will suggest a more holistic suite of recommendations up and 
downstream of the area of bank loss to improve unwanted erosion and 
general habitat quality and diversity. 

Normal convention is applied throughout this report with respect to bank 
identification, i.e. the banks are designated left bank (LB) or right bank 
(RB) whilst looking downstream. The Ordnance Survey National Grid 

Reference system (NGR) is used to identify specific locations. 

 

 

Overview Map 

 

Map 1 An overview of the reach with the flow running top to bottom. Red dots indicate the position 

of points of relevance photographed. 
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River  River Torridge 

Waterbody Name  Dipple Water to Combe Lake 
 

Waterbody ID  
 

GB108050014290 

Management 

Catchment  
Torridge 

River Basin District  Torridge 

Current Ecological 

Quality  

Overall status of Moderate ecological potential based upon an overall 

ecological potential of Moderate and a Failing chemical potential 

U/S Grid Ref 

inspected  
SS 35957 16641 

D/S Grid Ref 

inspected  
SS 36353 16125 

Length of river 

inspected   
900m   

  

 

Table 1. Overview of the waterbody. Information sourced from:  

https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/WaterBody/GB108050014290 

 

Under the Water Framework Directive (WFD), the Environment Agency 
classify the Torridge as Moderate with specific issues such as ‘Mercury and 
its compounds’ and ‘Polybrominated diphenyl ethers (PBDE)’ causing a 

number of failures. Most UK waterbodies now fail on the latter following its 
recent inclusion as a parameter for assessment.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/WaterBody/GB108050014290
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Catchment / Fishery Overview  

The River Torridge rises near Meddon, only a couple of miles from the North 
Devon coast, and the point where it will eventually discharge into the Taw 
estuary at Appledore, some 58 miles downstream.  

Composed of mudstone, siltstone and sandstone, the Torridge catchment’s 
land uses are predominantly agricultural: dairy, sheep and cattle with some 
coniferous forestry plantations. 

Though the reach inspected is classified as an ordinary water course it 
becomes a main river around six miles southeast at the confluence of the 
River Walden near Bradford. 

Historically the Torridge was a valuable game fishery but has declined in 
recent decades. Agricultural intensification and the associated loss of culm 
grassland are attributed as one of a number of causes for this decline, along 

with specific water quality issues and poor sediment supply. 
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Habitat Assessment  

At the upstream end of the reach visited DWT had completed planting of a 
large buffer area on the inside of a meander. The associated fencing 
continued along the river for the remainder of this field (Figure 1). 

The field was occasionally and lightly grazed with little visible effects that 
might be detrimental to the watercourse. A boggy area in the centre was 
being fed buy a leak in the old leat to the west and is most likely 

contributing to better inputs to the river than the old mill tailrace. Water 
flowing over pasture and rough vegetation will infiltrate into the ground. It 
will also be filtered by the roughness of the ground leaving any sediment it 

carries out of the river channel. Should the land owner be open to the 
suggestion, actively rerouting the leat through the northern end of the field 
would be an ecological improvement. Historic listing and personal 

preference for the leat may obstruct this process. 

 

Figure 1 SS 35978 16578. Buffer fencing extends down the first field approximately 4m back from 

the bank. Some native planting has been implemented. Note the wet ground bottom left, where the 
old leat is partially draining through the field from the hill above. However, the straight line of fencing 

echoes the straight course of the river and doesn’t allow much room for potential lateral erosion.  

The buffer fencing on the right bank is approximately 4 metres back with 
new planting. A larger buffer would be preferable but in conjunction with 

the limited livestock access to this field, this represents a very positive 
improvement.  
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Despite recent rains the river ran slowly through an incised channel with 
little flow diversity. Mature ash were present on both banks but many 

have succumbed to dieback (Hymenoscyphus fraxineus). 
 

 

Figure 2 SS 35949 16632. The unkept appearance of the riverbanks is a positive to uphold. However, 

the slow flow and lack of channel diversity needs to be addressed. Large numbers of ash are present, 

but many have succumbed to dieback. 

Lower stands of hazel, sycamore and other species have been unmolested 

by livestock or man and are providing good bankside cover, but very little 
dead or fallen wood appears to be present within the channel (figure 2). 

The river straightens as it approaches the old mill. The natural position for 

its course appears to be around 40 metres to the east within the LB flood 
plain. Such artificial straightening will have once facilitated the running of 
the mill and created grazing land, however this straightening has increased 

the river’s gradient by removing some of its natural length. The end result 
is increased bed erosion, poor deposition and greater high flow energy. 
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Figure 3 SS 35996 16555. Good ‘shaggy’ banks continue downstream, but  channel diversity though 

Large Woody Material (LWM) is still lacking. 

 

Figure 4 SS 35996 16555. Some smaller woody material has been left in channel, but greater 

volumes of LWM are needed to improve habitat. 
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Figure 5 SS 35994 16541. One of many ash with evident signs of dieback. 
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Figure 6 SS 36013 16490. Mature riparian trees provide good shade from increasing solar energy. 

Some thinning could be implemented to provide in channel structure and a more diverse mosaic of 

light and shade to benefit the bankside understorey and macrophyte growth. 

 

Figure 7 SS 36020 16488. ‘J’ growth where trees initially extend diagonally upwards from the ground 
before heading more vertically, is a sign of bed erosion. Straightened rivers wash their sediment 

away downstream with no areas of slack to enable local deposition. The result is a sinking, incised 

channel. 
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Figure 8 SS 36022 16485. Hingeable species like hazel could be laid into the margins to produce 

high flow refuge for fish and marginal improvements to flow diversity. 

Large woody material (LWM) is needed to interrupt the uniform flow and 

the sediment it carries, forming a range of instream habitat types and 
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reducing energies. Some lateral erosion is likely with such an intervention 
and, where possible/desirable, this should be encouraged. 

Engagement with the LB landowner should be instigated, not only to discuss 
the potential and permission for deliberate lateral erosion, but also their 
higher proportion of fellable bankside trees. 

 

Figure 9 SS 36045 16460. Just below the first riffle observed, a large bar of gravel has deposited. 

This sediment should be shared more regularly upstream though better channel form and diversity. 

Only one riffle was observed over the first 350m inspected during this visit:  

an extremely poor frequency for a river such as this. The widening of the 
river at SS 36045 16460 (figure 9) has allowed deposition of significant 
volumes of coarse sediment. Without the straightened section upstream, 

this sediment would have been better distributed on the inside of 
meanders. 
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Figure 10 SS 36057 16425. A good natural example of wood in the river. Note the snared debris on 

the right hand side and good free passage under and over for fish migration. Such wood will cause 
bed scour and localised deposition whilst also trapping smaller twigs and branches that could 

contribute to a major blockage downstream. Duplicating this natural design with deliberate felling 

across and into the channel from both banks would have numerous benefits to habitat diversity. 

Some dead wood has fallen across the channel (figure 10) and has begun 
to snare floating debris. This is an example of what could be achieved with 
some felling and hingeing of trees. The benefits to fish, invertebrates and 

flow velocities are significant if this area could be left alone and augmented 
with man-made facsimiles in other areas. Leaving fallen wood like this is 
management to be applauded and should be left to happen naturally (only 

intervening where a blockage might cause flood damage to property). 
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Figure 11 SS 36077 16400. The area of concern for the land owner. Aside from ferns, the RB here 

has little in the way of vegetation and is mown behind to facilitate a footpath. One young ash (centre 
frame) is the only available tree that could be used for green bank protection. Other timber would 

have to be brought over from the LB (with owner’s permission) or transported from elsewhere. 

The river makes a left hand turn a little downstream of the old mill (figure 
11). The straightened river above, limited LWM and poor bankside 

vegetation has contributed to erosion threatening the RB.  

 

Figure 12 SS 36077 16400. Though difficult to see in the picture, coarse gravels are visible in the 

eroding walls of the bank (within red shape). These gravels were deposited millennia ago when the 

river course ran elsewhere in the flood plain. Though land loss is undesirable, erosion like this is a 
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natural process and with a sediment deprived river such as the Torridge, a necessary input of the 

structure needed for good river function and fish spawning. 

In a river such as the Torridge that has a poor sediment supply, much new 
gravel is found by exposing previous deposits within the banks. A seam of 
good gravel is evident in the face of the eroding bank (figure 12). 

Engineering a solution to prevent further erosion will be met by a number 
of difficulties and will likely reduce the continued natural processes at play. 

Natural/green bank-protection practices rely on very large timbers and the 

ability to drive fixings into the riverbed (or another means of anchoring). 
With little or no nearby materials available to fell, machinery would be 
needed to bring trees from other locations and place them in the channel. 

Unfortunately, no access for even the smallest machinery appears to exist. 
This would also be dependent on the ability to secure such timbers to the 
bed. Anecdotally the bed may well be bedrock making the driving of stakes 

impossible. Further investigation of the substrate would be sensible. 

Powered winches or Tirfors could be used to manoeuvre large limbs into 
position, but this would significantly limit the scope of the project and 

increase the timeline and cost. It would also likely increase risk to operators 
unnecessarily. 

Another idea might be to use heavy horses to provide the necessary power 

to move such weight. However, this is not a common place practice so 
would need research. 

Some partial solutions may be to alter the angle of the riffle upstream to 

change the fluming direction away from the eroding bank. In combination 
with bankside tree planting and a cessation of mowing the footpath behind, 
the roots of trees and other marginal plants will help bind the existing soils 

together. This would of course render the footpath unusable and an 
alternative means of access would be needed. This would slow the progress 
of erosion but not prevent it long term. 
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Figure 13 SS 36065 16399. A small stream enters the river on the RB just below the mill. This was 
not walked up but appeared to be of the size and quality to support salmonid spawning. The stone 

step under the walkway would benefit from some alteration, removing the up-facing slate and 

breaking away the vertical stone step. In high flows this appears to be drowned out by the rising 

river, but better access in a range of flows will be significantly more productive. 
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A small side stream enters the right bank from the south west. This has 
potential as a spawning stream but is currently only accessible in high flows 

when the rising river drowns out a 30cm stone (figure 13) step obscured 
by a piece of slate. A small productive measure would be to breakout the 
slate and cut (or break) a napped notch into the stone to ease the range of 

access. 

 

Figure 14 SS 36147 16363. Another section of significant buffering and planting by DWT. 

The inside of the next meander downstream has again been fenced and 
planted with a range of native trees (figure 14). It is then followed by a 
small wooded area. The difficulty of access to this area and quantity of trees 

has led to a greater amount of LWM in the channel. The resulting change 
in flow diversity was evident not only in the range of gravel sizes and 
surface currents visible, but it was also audible as riffles could be heard up 

and downstream indicating a more natural riffle frequency of around 70 
metres. 
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Figure 15 SS 36147 16363. A sycamore provides excellent cover against avian predators. Hinging 

of smaller trees here could provide better high flow refuge and channel diversity. 

 

Figure 16 SS 36164 16359. Through the wooded section, limited access from either bank has led to 

a greater amount of wood left in the channel. As a result, riffles began to appear at a greater 

frequency. The diversity of surface currents and river depth is obvious, combined with the associated 

cleaner gravels and increased cover. 



   
 

 

 
20 

 

Figure 17 SS 36164 16359. Where the river bed was smothered in fine sediment upstream, the flow 

diversity here has uncovered noticeably cleaner gravels despite the obviously high levels of 

suspended sediment in the water. 

 

Figure 18 SS 36176 16301. Lots of good wood in the channel. 
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Figure 19 SS 36243 16224. Some old dead wood holding strong against the high flows the Torridge 

is capable of. Surface ripples, foam lines and variable river depth all showing what a little benign 

neglect can do for a river channel. 

Downstream of the wooded area, the river was once again artificially 

straightened, though positioned more centrally in the flood plain. No LiDAR 
data could be found to examine, but aerial photos suggest a number of 
potential paleochannels on the LB indicating its original unaltered course.  

 

Figure 20 SS 36147 16363. A natural example of lodged wood. This tree has fallen into the channel 

and is securely tangled among its neighbouring trees. The trailing trunk is providing significant and 

needed diversity to the channel. This can be replicated with careful felling and repositioning using 

winches or other machinery where available. 
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Recommendations  

• Stakeholder liaison to encourage buffer fencing, lateral erosion and 
felling on RB. 
 

• Felling into channel and across channel. Selected trees and shrubs 
deliberately dropped into the river and secured at the base through 
hinging or fixings.  

 
• Improve access to sidestream. Remove slate stone and reduce/soften 

the stone step to make passage easier in a range of flows. 

 
• Investigate possibility of rerouting path to accommodate a wider 

riparian fringe on eroding bend. Reduced mowing and a wilder range 

of bankside vegetation will hold the bank together better. Rerouting 
the path may make future access for larger works more possible. 
 

• Bank protection could be undertaken with heavy machinery if access 
is made possible, translocating felled trees from nearby and pinning 
them into the banks. This would only be possible if suitable anchoring 

is found. 
o Lighter protection work could be carried out with winches if 

access is not possible but water depth and general increase in 

operator risk makes this a less than preferable solution. 

 

• Permissions for such work would need to be obtained from the lead 

local flood authority or internal drainage board. 
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Making it Happen  

The WTT may be able to offer further assistance:   

 

• WTT Project Proposal - further to this report, the WTT can devise a 
more detailed project proposal report. This would usually detail the 

next steps to take and highlight specific areas for work, with the 
report forming part of an Environmental Permitting 
Regulations application.   

 

• WTT Practical Visit - where recipients are in need of assistance to 
carry out the kind of improvements highlighted in an advisory visit 

report, there is the possibility of WTT staff conducting 
a practical visit. This would consist of 1-3 days’ work, with a WTT 
Conservation Officer teaming up with interested parties 

to demonstrate the habitat enhancement methods described above. 
The recipient would be asked to contribute only to reasonable travel 
and subsistence costs of the WTT Officer. This service is in high 

demand and so may not always be possible.  

 

• WTT Fundraising advice - help and advice on how to raise funds for 

habitat improvement work can be found on the WTT website 
- www.wildtrout.org/content/project-funding  

 

• In addition, the WTT website library has a wide range of free 
materials in video and PDF format on habitat management and 
improvement:  

o We have also 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 debris, 

enhancing fish stocks and managing invasive species.  
  

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

or by calling the WTT office on 02392 570985.  

  

http://www.wildtrout.org/content/project-funding
https://www.wildtrout.org/content/library
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Appendix 

 

Figure 21 Fallen deadwood left in the channel. Note the area of cleaner gravels to the lower left 

when increased flow velocity and scour have pushed sediment away. 

 

Figure 22 The pinned head of a tree aids in the deposition of fine sediment. 
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Figure 23 A willow is pollarded, leaving the removed limbs to form LWD within the channel. 

 

Figure 24 Hinged trees, lain against the banks to produce channel diversity, pinching the flows but 

leaving enough room for spates to run over the top.  
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Figure 25 Forked limbs can be anchored into trees by lodging. 

 

Figure 26 Trees can be felled across the channel, producing undershot scour, or just arresting high 

flows without effecting low flows. 
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Figure 27 An excellent example of Natural Flood Management. A complex mass of different trees at 

different angles. Notes the free passage for the river in low flow, whereas the debris on the LB 

indicates interruption of high flow energy. 
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