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Introduction 

  

This report is the output of a Wild Trout Trust visit to the Little River Avon on the 

Berkeley Estate Fishing Syndicate (BEFS) water, Gloucestershire. The advisory 

visit was undertaken at the request the management committee of the BEFS.  

 

Comments in this report are based on observations on the day of the site visit and 

discussions with a member from BEFS. Throughout the report, normal convention 

is followed with respect to bank identification i.e. banks are designated Left Bank 

(LB) or Right Bank (RB) whilst looking downstream. 

 

The visit was focused on assessing the habitat and management of the water for 

wild brown trout and identifying further opportunities for habitat enhancement. 

This visit and report follows an original advisory visit undertaken in 2010 

(Little_River_Avon_2010.pdf (wildtrout.org)) in which much of the advice given 

could still be implemented to achieve good outcomes for brown trout and the 

habitats that support them.  

 

Throughout the report, normal convention is followed with respect to bank 

identification i.e. banks are designated Left Bank (LB) or Right Bank (RB) whilst 

looking downstream and the proposal starts at the most upstream point and works 

downstream. 

 

 
 

Figure 1: Map showing the section of the Little Avon visited 

 

https://www.wildtrout.org/assets/reports/Little_River_Avon_2010.pdf
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Catchment and Fishery Overview  

The Little Avon River rises from Cotswold springs upstream of Wickwar in 
Gloucestershire. The river then flows northwest for approximately 15km, passing 

near to the settlements of Charfield, Stone and Berkeley before entering the tidal 
River Severn. The local geology is that of friable sandstone and clay with the 

source water provided from the limestone mass on the western edge of the 
Cotswolds.  

The characteristics of the river change dramatically downstream of the villages of 

Stone and Woodford. Upstream of this area, the river has a comparatively steep 
gradient and natural morphology of pool, riffle and glide. A short distance below 
Stone the river flattens out onto the wide, flat plain of the Severn vale, where it 

is heavily modified with evidence of substantial land drainage works. At Berkeley, 
only a short distance from the Severn estuary, the river is tide-locked by a set of 

tidal gates.  

The Little River Avon Water Framework Directive (WFD) information suggests that 
the river is ‘moderate ecological status’: Little Avon - conf Tortworth Bk to mouth 
| Catchment Data Explorer | Catchment Data Explorer & Little Avon - conf 

Tortworth Bk to mouth | Catchment Data Explorer | Catchment Data Explorer  

Some of the issues impacting the Little Avon are linked to poor water quality 
associated with agricultural and point source pollution pressures and modification 

within the lower reaches.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/WaterBody/GB109054026620
https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/WaterBody/GB109054026620
https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/WaterBody/GB109054026620
https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/WaterBody/GB109054026620
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Habitat Assessment & Opportunities 

As noted in the introduction, many of the recommendations within the previous 
report will be referenced for clarity on the habitat issues and improvements that 

can be made. 

The most upper section visited retains many of the characteristics highlighted in 
the 2010 report, with encouraging habitats for trout owing to the steep gradient 

and wooded banks. However, there is a paucity of natural and fixed large woody 
material (LWM) within the channel. LMW can help to diversify habitats to vary the 

depth and flow which in turn will encourage niches for fish and invertebrates to 
colonise and take refuge. Large trout in particular are attracted to LWM as it gives 
them a bolt hole when disturbed by anglers or would-be predators!  

 

Photo 1: Long straight shallow reach with no LWM within the channel to help 

diversify habitats and provide refuge. Increased structure could really help to 
kick-start morphological improvements to the bed.  

Photo 1 is an example of how since the original report habitat quality has not 
improved: this photo was taken from the same place as the cover photo of the 

2010 report and, if anything, it seems tree cover has been reduced owing to 
pruning and crown raising. These stands of hazel and the occasional tree or tree 

limb would benefit from the advice given previously (pages 14-15 2010 report) by 
either hinging or cabling LWM. Additionally, lodged woody material techniques 
could also be applied.  
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One incidence of a natural LWM accumulation (photo 2) had been retained by 
BEFS which was providing huge morphological improvements to the riverbed 

through scour; this looks to have created a quality trout lie and provides a 
potential opportunity for spawning at the tail of the scour hole. Areas such as this 

should be retained in order to provide the river with the tools to create such 
habitats. If any tree falls in the river, it should be assessed on a case-by-case 
basis; generally it should be retained unless it’s going to cause a flood risk. Since 

much of the Little Avon is set in open countryside, flood risk should be minimal, 
so retaining LWM should become the norm.  

 

Photo 2: High quality LWM features such as this should be retained.  

Within the original 2010 report, the issue of Himalayan balsam was touched upon 
but maybe not explained to the full.  

Himalayan balsam is the tallest annual plant in Britain, potentially growing up to 
3m high. Studies suggest that it can reduce native plant diversity by up to two-
thirds: first shading out native species, then out competing them for the attention 

of bees and other pollinators with its long flowering time and plentiful nectar. 
Native insect numbers are also reduced. Himalayan balsam will ultimately increase 

sediment loading within a river as the plants die back in the autumn and banks 
are left exposed to erosion. The balsam problem will not be localised to this area, 
it will almost certainly be originating from upstream in the headwaters. Options 

should be explored from targeted balsam bashes to new technology such as rust 
releases as a bio-control (under trials). 
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The balsam combined with dog erosion (photo 3) within the upper wooded area 
are providing significant sediment input to the watercourse; this dog erosion is 

hard to stop, but the area is believed to well away from any footpath, so either 
the access route should be closed, or options such as dog fencing should be 

investigated, which can be very effective at preventing them entering the water.  

 

Photo 3: One of many dog erosion hot spots in the wooded upper section, 

increasing fine sediments entering the river.  

The old milling structure at NGR: ST 70042 94588, as highlighted within the 2010 
report on pages 4-5 and again in the recommendations section, page 20, would 

benefit from either removal or some adjustment/ lowering which could transform 
the reach above. This could then provide a 200m+ of additional trout habitat that 
at the moment is being supressed because of this structure.  

The river downstream of the milling structure to the M5 culvert is in good order 
(stated in page 5 of the previous report), with quality woody features in the 
channel and root wads from alders providing additional features. The M5 culvert 

doesn’t provide any barriers to fish passage.  
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Photo 4: High quality LWM and low cover downstream of the M5, despite the 
small buffer strips. 

 

Photo 5: Downstream of the M5, buffer strips are too narrow, circa 1-2 metres 
from the river, not allowing significant wooded areas to develop. Slurry 

spreading on the LB seems to have taken place sensitively leaving a large area 
un-spread next to the river. 
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Downstream of the M5 to Middle Mill, the river provided good quality habitat in 
terms of pool, riffle and glide, with LWM features naturally accumulating (photo 

4). The syndicate’s hands-off management is paying dividends here.  

There is room for improvement within the fenced buffer strips (photo 5) on each 
side of the river, but there is a conundrum: if fences are moved back, the balsam 

will increase and, without rigorous management, is likely to dominate. Currently, 
cattle grazing right up to the riverbank suppresses the balsam, so any fence 

realignment will have to consider the need for future management of balsam. 
Solutions will not be simple. There is an argument that once the enlarged buffer 
strips or newly fenced areas become tree-lined, tree shade can suppress balsam 

fairly well, but trees do need to become established to do this. 

 

Photo 6: The cascades beat, would benefit from stock fencing and tree planting.  

The reach known as the ‘cascades’ downstream of the A38 (photo 6) as mentioned 
in page 7 of the 2010 report would benefit from a programme of tree planting, but 
this would also require protection from grazing animals. The sheep have currently 

unimpeded grazing up to the edges of the river, which is preventing additional 
tree and marginal plants developing. Tree planting combined with stock fencing 

would help future-proof riparian habitats.  
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Photo 7: The lower beat opposite the Berkeley Castle: the white line annotates 
the bund from previous dredging and realignment. 

 

Photo 8: Mature trees are prevalent on the LB, but the grazed RB would benefit 
from fencing to allow saplings to regenerate. Retaining natural woody material in 

and over the channel is an example of good fishery management.  
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The lower reaches are heavily impacted by realignment and dredging, with a 
notable bund (photo 7); homogenous glide habitat dominates.  

The unimpeded grazing within this reach is a problem as it is reducing natural tree 

regeneration, which should otherwise provide the river with a supply of woody 
material.  

Options for restoration of this lower section may hinge on the gradient within the 

reach. Within this reach, there were some faster flowing areas, with Ranunculus 
present and trout rising! This was particularly evident within the first section 

downstream of the castle, known as the free stretch (photo 9).  

There maybe some scope for bedrasing and possible re-meandering with 
floodplain re-connection between the Cascades reach and Berkeley Castle. This 
would be an extremely ambitious project but shouldn’t be ruled out until the 

survey work is undertaken.   

 

Photo 9: The free stretch, although dredged and canalised, has pockets of 
turbulent flow and Ranunculus growth.  
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Recommendations 

Many of the points raised in the conclusions section of the 2010 report remain 
relevant and can be used as a reference. In order for the resident brown trout 

population in the Little Avon to reach its full potential in rich and diverse habitat, 
the following actions are recommended: 

• Continue to employ light touch management, e.g. leave fallen trees in the 

river. If a tree does fall in, give it a couple of floods to see how it settles.  
After this, and only if the tree is problematical (e.g causing a flood risk), 

consider adjusting it into a more favourable position; where absolutely 
necessary securing it with posts and sisal rope, wire or steel cable to retain 
the ecological (and fishery) benefit. Photo 2 and the cover photo are prime 

examples of how natural (unsecured) LWM can diversify flow regimes and 
promote change within the riverbed. 

• Introduce large chunks of wood or hinged trees to the channel where there 
is a lack of natural woody material accumulating. There are several 
techniques to choose from when installing large woody material within a 

spatey brook such as the Little Avon. Examples of these proposed methods 
can be viewed within the previous 2010 report on pages 9-11,14,15. Not 

mentioned within the previous report is the use of lodged woody material a 
technique that required no posts or wire/ cable and mimics natural 
processes. Where a canopy has been lifted above  the  water  level  through  

historic pruning, a  trunk can  be  felled  to  create  a  coppice,  encouraging  
low-level regrowth  from  the  stool; in  the  process, providing  material  

that  can  be lodged  between  two  or  more  standing  trunks  (Photo 10),  
or  hung  over another tree if a ‘V’ branch is available (Photo 11). This 
should be undertaken very sparingly, to avoid loss of habitat and the 

creation of a maintenance burden as the bushy regrowth ensues. WTT could 
help here by providing practical in-river training. 
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Photo 10: A flow deflector, securely but naturally lodged in place between two 
upright trees (red circle). The technique can utilise a single pole (primarily to 

increase scour) or a branched limb (to create greater flow dissipation or 

diversity, depending upon how it is used). The elevated butt end (bank end) 
reduces the potential detrimental bank score usually associated with d/s 

deflectors as a through-flow is maintained along the bank. 

 

Photo 11: Medium-sized, lodged woody material, securely anchored naturally 

by the ‘V’ of the branches against an upright tree. 
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• Remove or adjust old milling structure (page 5 2010 report) as mentioned 
in page 16 of 2010 report. It may only be possible to dismantle with an 

excavator, but if the stones are small enough, they could be moved by hand 
or with a homemade winch sling (photo 12) that could be attached to a 

tirfor winch to drag them to a more favourable place to reduce the 
impoundment.  

 

Photo 12: The winch sling in action on the River Yeo, near Crediton, Devon. 

• Investigate the possibility of fencing the fields that boarder the ‘Cascades’ 

beat, in combination with some strategic tree planting.  
• Find out if there are any schemes to control Himalayan balsam within the 

catchment, possibly through the local wildlife trust or the Bristol Avon Rivers 
Trust, and work with other fishing clubs and community organisations to 
clear this invasive species strategically from the top of the catchment 

downstream. Targeted ‘Balsam Bashes’ on BEFS’s own water may also help 
to temporarily manage the issue in particular areas of value but should not 

be seen as a substitute for the top-down catchment-scale strategy. There 
are examples elsewhere of near eradication of balsam (e.g., on the River 
Monnow), though the approach must be strategic and extraordinarily 

persistent.  

There is some interesting work into controlling balsam with a rust fungus 
that infects the stem and leaves of the balsam in the growing season. It 

may be that the Little Avon is a suitable site for a trial. More information 
can be found here Biological control of Himalayan balsam - CABI.org and 

contact detail: biocontrol@cabi.org  
 

• Invite the Environment Agency for a meeting to assess the options for an 
ambitious restoration project within the lower reaches. WTT would be happy 

to act as a broker to help this meeting happen. In the first instance, a 

https://www.cabi.org/projects/biological-control-of-himalayan-balsam/
mailto:biocontrol@cabi.org
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landowner meeting would be required to assess the appetite for such a 
project. 

• Consider options for reducing dog erosion within the upper reaches. One 
approach that can work well in high traffic areas is dog fencing to funnel 

the foot/ paw fall to a designated dog dip area that is hardened with locally 
sourced gravel/ stone. Example below in photos 13-16.  

 

Photos 13-16: Simple fencing can protect river banks from trampling and 

erosion by dogs and people and focus responsible ‘dog dipping’ activities at 
tailor-made, erosion-resistant steps and swimming areas. (Photos: Moragh 

Stirling, Wessex Rivers Trust, and WTT) 
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Making It Happen  

Further assistance from the Wild Trout Trust may be available in the form of:  

• Help obtaining the necessary consents for carrying out in-stream works, 

from either the local authority or Environment Agency (depending upon 
whether the river is designated Main River or not). 

• A practical visit, which involves a visit from a WTT Conservation Officer to 

demonstrate the habitat improvement techniques outlined. This enables 
recipients to obtain on the ground training in the appropriate use of 

conservation techniques and materials, including Health & Safety, 
equipment, and requirements. This will then give projects the strongest 
possible start leading to successful completion of aims and objectives. 

Recipients will be expected to cover travel expenses of the WTT attendees.  

The WTT website library has a wide range of free materials in video and PDF format 
on habitat management and improvement: 

http://www.wildtrout.org/content/library    

The Wild Trout Trust has 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. 

The DVD is available to buy for £10.00 from our website shop 
https://www.wildtrout.org/shop/products/rivers-working-for-wild-trout-dvd or by 

calling the WTT office on 02392 570985. 
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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. 

Legal permissions must be sought before commencing work on site. These are not 
limited to landowner permissions but will also involve regulatory authorities such 
as the Environment Agency – and any other relevant bodies (e.g. Natural England 

and Forestry Commission) or stakeholders. Alongside permissions, risk 
assessment and adhering to health and safety legislation and guidance is also an 

essential component of any interventions or activities in and around your fishery. 

 

http://www.wildtrout.org/content/library
https://www.wildtrout.org/shop/products/rivers-working-for-wild-trout-dvd

