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Key Findings 

• Water quality is a concern given the pollution incident observed and 

reported during the visit. The fishery (and the public water supply 

reservoir immediately downstream) would benefit from action by the 

Environment Agency to ensure the risk of acute and diffuse pollution is 

minimised. 

• Riparian land use alongside the fishery is low intensity (mid-tier 

Countryside Stewardship), but this is not the case upstream of Newton 

Hurst Lane. 

• In-stream habitat is generally good, with pools, riffles and a natural 

gravel bed providing habitat for spawning and adult trout.  

• Cover for juvenile trout is lacking and may be a population 

‘bottleneck’. This could be improved by installing brushwood margins 

in selected areas. 

• Mature trees are present in some parts of the reach, providing shade 

and a source of large woody material in the channel (valuable habitat), 

but there is no tree succession (sapling growth) due to sheep grazing. 

Completely fencing out livestock to allow tree regeneration should be 

considered. 

• The fish screen prevents movement of both wild and stocked fish. 

Consider modifying the bar spacing to allow smaller wild fish to move 

whilst still excluding stock fish. 

 

 



1.0 Introduction 

This report is the output of a site visit undertaken by Tim Jacklin of the Wild 

Trout Trust to the River Blithe, Newton Hurst, Staffordshire on, 30th April 

2021. Comments in this report are based on observations on the day of the 

site visit and discussions with Terry Coging of Saracens Head Angling Group 

(SHAG). 

Normal convention is applied throughout the report with respect to bank 

identification, i.e. the banks are designated left hand bank (LHB) or right 

hand bank (RHB) whilst looking downstream. 

 

2.0 Catchment / Fishery Overview 

River River Blithe 

Waterbody Name Blithe from Source to Tad Brook 

Waterbody ID GB104028052290 

Management Catchment Trent Valley Staffordshire - Blithe Rivers and Lakes 

River Basin District Humber 

Current Ecological Quality Overall status of Moderate ecological status (2019) 

U/S Grid Ref inspected SK0488825940 

D/S Grid Ref inspected SK0470325431 

Length of river inspected  ~650m in total 

Table 1 Summary of information from https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-

planning/WaterBody/GB104028052290  

The River Blithe rises to near Blythe Bridge near Stoke-on-Trent and flows in 

a south-easterly direction to join the River Trent at the hamlet of 

Nethertown, Staffordshire.  Near Abbots Bromley, the river flows into 

Blithfield reservoir, a public water supply reservoir constructed in the early 

https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/WaterBody/GB104028052290
https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/WaterBody/GB104028052290


1950s and operated by South Staffordshire Water. A trout fishery is 

operated on the reservoir and it is stocked with rainbow and brown trout, in 

addition to supporting a range of coarse fish species. 

The section of the River Blithe inspected is immediately upstream of the 

reservoir up to Newton Hurst Lane road bridge, on land owned by South 

Staffordshire Water; the fishing lease on this section having been taken over 

by SHAG this year. The land adjacent to this section of river (on both banks) 

is within a mid-tier Countryside Stewardship agreement. 

The section falls within the wider Blithfield Reservoir Site of Special Scientific 

Interest (SSSI) which is designated for its bird life, including over-wintering 

goosander and waterfowl. 

At the time of the site visit, the river was discoloured (greeny-brown, 

visibility <30cm) and had a distinct odour of organic pollution (slurry or 

sewage). By the end of the visit (after approximately two hours), the river 

was running clear and the odour had gone. No dead fish were seen and live 

fish were observed. The incident was reported to the Environment Agency 

Incident Hotline (0800 80 70 60). 

3.0 Habitat Assessment 

Riparian land use alongside the river is low-intensity conservation grazing 

(probably part of the Countryside Stewardship agreement). The low intensity 

land use here is a positive for water quality in the river and reservoir, 

however the impact is likely to be minimal given the more intensive farming 

practices evident in the upstream catchment. 

The river is fenced-off on both banks with 3-strand barbed wire and pasture-

pump cattle drinkers. This is preventing cattle access to the river bank, but 

sheep-grazing is not stopped by the fencing and this is preventing tree 

succession (by browsing of saplings) and limiting the quality of marginal 

vegetation (and hence fish cover) alongside the river. 

Tree cover is mixed, with some sections having mature alders and willows 

and other sections more open. Establishing trees on the more open sections 

is recommended to increase bank stability and provide cover and shade; 

sheep grazing would have to be prevented in order to establish trees. 



The river channel appears to be relatively unmodified compared to many 

lowland rivers. There may have been some channel straightening in the 

past, but there is a pool/riffle sequence, good floodplain connection (low 

banks), and a natural gravel bed. The downstream end of the reach 

evidently gets inundated when reservoir levels are high, but the 

remainder has a good gradient which creates natural river channel 

features and generally good habitat. 

About halfway along the reach is a footbridge and a vertical screen across 

the river channel aimed at preventing stocked trout from the reservoir 

running up the river. Inevitably this will also affect the movement of wild 

trout and could limit their production by preventing or limiting natural 

migrations up and downstream. On balance, in terms of protecting wild 

trout, it is probably better to prevent an influx of large stock fish into the 

river; however, reviewing the spacing of the bars on the screen in relation 

the minimum stock fish size is recommended. It may be possible to 

increase the width of the bar spacing to allow increased movement of 

smaller wild fish, whilst still excluding stock fish. 

Large woody material (LWM) is present in some areas, providing cover 

and refuge areas for fish – important habitat given the presence of otters 

(numerous fresh signs observed) and the proximity of large numbers of 

avian predators on the reservoir (cormorants and goosanders). There is 

scope to increase the amount of LWM in certain areas, for example the 

more open, shallower sections. LWM also has beneficial effects in creating 

localised bed scour (deep holes) and trapping leaf litter, etc. which boosts 

numbers of invertebrates (fish food). 

In terms of habitat availability for each life-stage of wild trout, spawning 

habitat appears to be reasonably good, with plenty of well-sorted gravel 

present. Adult trout habitat is reasonable, with some deeper pools and 

cover in the form of undercut banks and tree roots. Juvenile trout habitat 

is not so good, with a lack of cover in shallower runs and glides leaving 

them vulnerable to predation; this is the most obvious ‘bottleneck’ on 

wild trout production. Relatively simple measures could be implemented 

to improve juvenile trout habitat (see recommendations). 

 



 

Figure 1 The upstream end of the fishery has a nice balance of shade from mature alders, which also provide submerged tree 

roots (excellent cover for fish and good bank stability) and a source of large woody material (good habitat for fish and 

invertebrates). 

 

Figure 2 Murky green-brown colour to the water as a result of pollution from slurry or similar – the river was completely clear 

later during the visit. 



 

Figure 3 The footbridge and fish screen. 

 

Figure 4 Three-strand fencing is not excluding sheep from the river bank, which is preventing young trees from establishing. In the 

longer term, this will reduce shading and increase water temperatures. Setting the fence further back and excluding sheep is 

required to allow tree re-growth. 



 

Figure 5 Low intensity land use alongside the river, but little tree cover on the mid-section of the fishery. 

 

Figure 6 By contrast, intensive land use alongside the river upstream of the fishery. 



 

Figure 7 Possibly a straightened section of the river – shallow and with relatively little cover. This area would benefit from 

brushwood installation to provide juvenile trout cover, and the establishment of some trees. 

 

Figure 8 Large woody material creating a nice raft on the outside of a bend – a classic spot for a ‘lunker’!  Establishing similar tree 

growth on more open sections would allow the creation of similar fish-holding features (either naturally or by design). 



 

Figure 9 Otter spraint 

 

Figure 10 Otter footprints (alongside £1 coin). 



 

Figure 11 The downstream end of the fishery is bordered by abundant sallows (grey and goat willow) which could be a source of 

cuttings for establishing elsewhere. 

 

Figure 12 The ‘delta’ of the river where it enters Blithfield Reservoir. 

 

 



4.0 Recommendations 

• Flag up the pollution issue with South Staffordshire Water and the 

Environment Agency. Keep a watching brief on water quality and 

report all incidents to the EA Hotline (0800 80 70 60). 

• Undertake invertebrate monitoring using the Riverfly Partnership’s 

Anglers’ Riverfly Monitoring Initiative. This will assist with the 

detection of gross pollution incidents. 

• Retain existing large woody material for its habitat value. 

• Discuss the fencing and grazing management with the Estate 

Department of South Staffordshire Water to see if there is scope for 

improving tree recruitment along the riverbanks, and whether this fits 

in with the existing mid-tier agreement (Figure 13). Ideally, setting the 

fence back to create a 10m+ buffer zone and excluding all livestock. 

• Review the bar spacing on the fish screen in relation to minimum 

reservoir stock fish size. If possible, widen the spacing to allow smaller 

wild fish to move whilst still excluding stock fish from the river. 



 

Figure 13 The same section of river following exclusion of grazing livestock. Top to bottom: Before (2013); after 

fencing and planting of whips (2015); Two years growth (2017). 

 



• Install brushwood margins along the straight, shallow sections of the 

river to improve cover for juvenile fish (Figure 14). This is a straight-

forward technique that could be completed by angling club volunteers 

(with WTT assistance). Brushwood is already present on site from 

nearby hedge laying. 

 

Figure 14 Brushwood margins installed on the River Wye, Derbyshire, providing superb cover to improve over-

wintering survival rates of juvenile trout. 

• Please note it is a legal requirement that all the works to the river 

require written consent from either the Environment Agency (for main 

rivers) or the local lead flood authority, usually the County Council (for 

non-main rivers) prior to undertaking any works. In addition, because 

the site is within a SSSI, consent from Natural England is required (NE 

should automatically be consulted by the EA or LLFA during their 

consenting process).  

 

5.0 Making it Happen 

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



• A written project proposal and assistance in obtaining the necessary 

consents. 

• A Practical Visit to demonstrate the techniques described above to 

angling club volunteers. 

The above would be provided at no cost to the club (via sponsorship 

provided to WTT), other than the cost of travel expenses for WTT staff. 

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 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. 

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

format on habitat management and improvement:   

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. 
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