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Key findings 

 

• Sheep grazing of the banks was a widespread issue around the areas of 

catchment visited, suppressing the growth of bankside vegetation and 

degrading riparian habitat quality, often also exacerbating bank erosion. 

• The Hermitage Water appeared to be suffering from elevated nutrient 

levels, as evident by increased algal growth on the bed. Further 

investigation of the sources of nutrient input would be beneficial. 

• A major, unrecognised barrier was present on the Ewes Water that has 

the potential to create significant delays to fish migration in that area 

of the catchment.   
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1. Introduction 

The Wild Trout Trust was invited to undertake a series of spot-check 

assessments on spawning tributaries in the River Esk catchment, to 

highlight potential habitat and land use issues and identify areas that might 

warrant further investigation (e.g. via more extensive walkover 

assessment). Additional locations were also inspected while passing. The 

locations visited were selected by Esk and Liddel Angling Association, 

members of which have previously undertaken redd surveying and 

identified areas with large accumulations of fish around spawning time.  

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. Reference to upstream and downstream is often 

abbreviated to u/s or d/s respectively. Latitude and longitude (decimal) are 

used to identify specific locations (e.g. 54.533273, -7.850615) and can 

be pasted directly into Google to identify the exact place the photograph 

was taken on Google Maps. Figure numbers within the report are 

hyperlinked, so it is possible to navigate directly to that figure by holding 

the Ctrl key while clicking on the figure reference within the text.  

2. Background  

The Border Esk straddles the national border between NW England and SW 

Scotland and has a catchment of some 1,177km2. Along with the River Eden 

in England and the Rivers Annan and Nith in Scotland (and numerous 

smaller rivers in both countries) it drains into the Solway Firth and 

ultimately the Irish Sea. The Border Esk catchment comprises the main 

Border Esk (or River Esk) and two major tributaries, the River Liddel (or 

Liddel Water), and the River Lyne. Numerous other smaller tributaries join 

these principal rivers including the River Sark which joins the Border Esk in 

estuarine waters near Gretna and forms the national border between 

England and Scotland for much of its length. https://consult.environment-

agency.gov.uk/fisheries/border-esk-river-eden-and-solway-firth-

2018/supporting_documents/Conservation%20Case%20January%202018

.pdf 

 

 

 

 

https://consult.environment-agency.gov.uk/fisheries/border-esk-river-eden-and-solway-firth-2018/supporting_documents/Conservation%20Case%20January%202018.pdf
https://consult.environment-agency.gov.uk/fisheries/border-esk-river-eden-and-solway-firth-2018/supporting_documents/Conservation%20Case%20January%202018.pdf
https://consult.environment-agency.gov.uk/fisheries/border-esk-river-eden-and-solway-firth-2018/supporting_documents/Conservation%20Case%20January%202018.pdf
https://consult.environment-agency.gov.uk/fisheries/border-esk-river-eden-and-solway-firth-2018/supporting_documents/Conservation%20Case%20January%202018.pdf
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Table 1 – Waterbody details 

Waterbody Name  
Hermitage Water 
(Liddel Water to 
Roughley Burn) 

Hermitage Water 
(u/s Roughley Burn) 

Clarewoodrigg Burn Ewes Water 
Tarras 

Water/Byrecleuch  

Waterbody ID  10694 10695 10682 10681 10689 

Catchment  River Esk (Solway) River Esk (Solway) River Esk (Solway) River Esk (Solway) River Esk (Solway) 

Basin_CD  Solway Tweed Solway Tweed Solway Tweed Solway Tweed Solway Tweed 

Status 
Good or High for all 

parameters 
Good or High for all 

parameters 
High for all 

parameters 
High for all 

parameters 
High for all 

parameters 

Furthest u/s location 
inspected  

55.221462, -2.786235 55.2634, -2.859582 55.259958, -2.952823 55.256274, -2.960912 55.176693, -2.940811 

Furthest d/s location 
inspected  

55.218828, -2.786868 55.255323, -2.790086 55.261361, -2.94907 55.209407, -2.990055 55.176693, -2.940811 

Length of river 
inspected (KM) 

0.5 5 0.7 0.5 0.2 

https://www.sepa.org.uk/data-visualisation/water-environment-hub 

On paper, the waterbodies visited would all appear to be in top condition, achieving ‘Good’ or ‘High’ status for all 

parameters under the most recent Water Framework Directive assessment on the Scottish Environment Protection 

Agency (SEPA) website. However, several notable issues were identified during the visit and will be highlighted in in 

this report. Suspected water quality/nutrient enrichment issues are likely to be an intermittent issue, so could be 

missed through routine monitoring and assessment, but a notable obstruction highlighted on the Ewes Water is 

more difficult to explain. 

https://www.sepa.org.uk/data-visualisation/water-environment-hub
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3. Overview map (including locations visited) 

 



   
 

7 
 

4. Habitat Assessment  
4.1. Hermitage Water - (working in an u/s direction) 

 
Figure 1. At the first location the visited, the river channel bifurcated, with the 
outside bend largely cut off (55.218828, -2.786868).  

 
Figure 2. Signs of vehicular access to the river at this point and disturbed riverbed 
material may suggest that the river is being artificially encouraged to cut the 
corner through dredging of the RB channel, which certainly appeared to be 

unnaturally narrow and deep. Aerial photography suggests that the area was 
previously a continuous wide, flat gravel bar. This area should be monitored to 

ensure that unconsented dredging is not being undertaken.  
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Figure 3. The LB field appeared to be used for fodder production and then heavily 

sheep-grazed (55.221462, -2.786235). The bankside vegetation was 
impoverished, with the remains of rank, less palatable grass and a lack of 

vegetation or natural tree regeneration. This treatment is contributing to bank 
instability in several locations. Attempts appear to have been made to establish 
willow from whips along areas of the bank, which would provide some habitat and 

bank stability improvement; however, with sheep browsing pressure they are 
almost certainly doomed to failure. Buffer fencing here would be highly beneficial. 

The scenario appeared to be similar for much of the remainder of this lower-

gradient section of the Hermitage water, with intensive sheep grazing on at 

least one or other bank side. Some sections were buffer fenced or protected 

by small riparian woodlands/tree strips, but they were in the minority. The 

greatest improvement achievable through this area of the Hermitage Water 

would be buffer fencing to facilitate the development of better vegetated 

banks that would improve bank stability and reduce erosion – to the benefit 

of the river’s ecology and the landowners.  

4.2. Hermitage Water (u/s Roughley Burn) - (working in an u/s 

direction) 

U/s of Roughly Burn, the valley of the Hermitage Water became narrower 

and steeper. Correspondingly, the river became shallower and faster 

flowing, with fewer pools, being predominantly riffle and glide habitat, 

rather than the pool and riffle observed downstream. The channel was more 

influenced by bedrock, but smaller gravel suitable for salmonid spawning 

was retained in lower energy areas (Figure 4). With the lack of a wide, flat 

valley floodplain, the adjacent land was mainly used for less intensive sheep 

grazing (without any fodder production) and livestock were excluded from 

the riverbank in many areas. 
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Figure 4. In lower energy areas, finer gravel material was being retained as side-

bars and within the wetted channel, where some potential spawning habitat was 
observed (55.255323, -2.790086). Reduced pressure from sheep on the banks 

provided greatly improved riparian habitat. Excess algal growth was noted on the 
bed at this point, suggesting elevated nutrient levels, likely resulting from runoff 
from forestry and improved pasture or domestic discharges (septic tanks).  

 

 
Figure 5. Bedrock and large boulder became increasingly prominent in the 

narrower areas of the floodplain, where the river provided limited spawning 
potential but high-quality juvenile salmonid habitat (55.255443, -2.796035). Note 
the positive influence of tree lining where livestock were excluded. Trees provide 

valuable bank stability, reducing erosion, and the shade they cast provides 
important protection form warming in bright, low-water conditions.  
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Figure 6. A spot-check revealed one source of elevated nutrient input, with locally 
increased algal growth at the mouth of a tributary (55.259189, -2.823027).  

 

 

 
Figure 7. A brief walk up the tributary revealed that clear felling and burning had 
recently occurred adjacent to the watercourse (55.259189, -2.823027). Seepage 

and runoff from recently harvested areas and areas of burning are well 
documented as sources of increased nutrient input to watercourses. 
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Figure 8. Further u/s, increased  growth of brown algae on the bed remained an 

issue (55.261247, -2.823823). A large area of clear felling and subsequent re-
planting towards the upper end of the catchment on the Billhope Burn is a potential 

source. Although the area is lightly populated, runoff from the few farms and fields 
with fertilised/improved pasture could also play a part, along with the discharge 
from unmaintained septic tanks.  

 
Figure 9. In the wider, lower gradient valley upstream, the river increased in 
sinuosity, with a coarse, mobile bedload, providing areas of potential spawning 

habitat for large salmonids (55.265128, -2.854571). Contours within the floodplain 
and obvious paleochannels demonstrate the active nature of this river – something 

which is increased through a lack of trees and bankside vegetation. Buffer fencing 
and subsequent tree planting would not only improve habitat quality but also help 
to naturally stabilise the channel. Even in areas where fences appeared to be in 

place, the riverbanks were still being grazed.  
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Figure 10. Areas of erosion compromised bankside fencing, with the river cutting 

laterally into coarse material underlying the floodplain topsoil. Now the river is 
through the slightly better vegetated buffer strip, it is likely to rapidly erode though 

the heavily grazed and poorly vegetated ground. Note the shallow root matrix of 
the field (red ellipse), compared to the more expansive root systems within the 
un-grazed buffer strip that is retaining much larger blocks of bank (white ellipse). 

 
Figure 11. A ridge of coarse material along the bank top (white ellipse) was 
indicative of past dredging activity and the channel appeared to have been 

realigned, probably less recently (55.2634, -2.859582). Past straightening 
contributed to the lateral erosion as the increased gradient and flow velocities 
within a straightened channel increases scour. From a habitat perspective, allowing 

the river channel to adjust and develop a more natural planform within a much 
wider, livestock-free buffer zone would be beneficial. 
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4.3. Carewoodrig Burn – (working in a d/s direction) 

 
Figure 12. A spot-check was undertaken at Glenrief Burn, where the clean, algae-

free gravels observed were what should be expected on a naturally low productivity 
upland catchment like the Esk (55.261361, -2.94907). This further highlights the 

enrichment issue occurring on the Hermitage Water.  

 
Figure 13. New farm infrastructure was being constructed at 55.260405, -2.9511, 

with what appeared to be some form of drainage channel excavated around (red 
lines). This may be good practice, capturing yard runoff, but runoff and, in fact, 

any yard waste (slurry, silage liquor, fine sediment etc) must be captured and 
treated before any discharge to the watercourse. It would be worthwhile 
undertaking periodic inspection of the channel d/s to ensure that pollution does 

not occur.  
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4.4. Ewes Water – (working in a d/s direction) 

 
Figure 14. The first point on the Ewes Water catchment observed was Mosspaul 
Burn, at 55.256274, -2.960912, which appeared straightened, with more recent 

habitat degradation through the removal of numerous bankside trees and shrubs, 
as evident from the brash (white circles). With increasingly extreme weather, 

prolonged dry periods and low summer flows it is vital to retain bankside tree 
shade whenever possible to prevent watercourses overheating.  

 
Figure 15. Further d/s on the Ewes Water, a large meander had begun to oxbow, 
with the flow now passing overland before dropping back over a stepped bank into 

the original channel d/s (55.24877, -2.965768). The original channel is highlighted 
in blue, the new short cut in red. This created a small obstruction but may be a 
natural occurrence through gravel deposition. Inspection of the site was not 

possible owing to access time and constraints. 
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Figure 16. Around 55.209607, -2.989633, the river becomes impounded by a 

medium-sized weir. The LB land use appeared to be fodder production and 
aftermath sheep grazing, with an associated loss of bankside vegetation and 

increased bank erosion (even within the de-energised impounded reach).  

 
Figure 17. The weir creating the impoundment appeared to be disused but created 
a major obstruction to fish movement in all flows, although it will be passable to 

different fish at various stages of flow discharge (55.20953, -2.989865).  

While the weir is not completely impassable, it creates a significant barrier 

to fish at all but higher flow stages. This contradicts the Water Framework 

Directive assessment for the Ewes water of ‘High’ for ‘Access for fish 

migration’.  
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All too often, fish passage is assessed against what a large migratory 

salmonid can pass in ideal flows and at optimal temperatures; this ignores 

impacts under other conditions, which can unnecessarily contain fish within 

restricted areas of a river catchment, delaying migrations, increasing stress 

and mortality and potentially reducing fertility. Research on fish movements 

is increasingly highlighting the importance of free fish movement around a 

catchment. Sea trout in particular will ascend a river in only slightly elevated 

flow. Resident trout, and the river-resident life stages of salmon and sea 

trout also require unrestricted movement to make best use of the available 

habitat, with dispersal migrations occurring at various times of the year. 

The structure is also likely to be a complete barrier to eel and lamprey.  

4.5. Tarras Water – (single spot-check) 

 
Figure 18. The area of Tarras Burn inspected was steep gradient, with a 
corresponding coarse cobble and boulder substrate contributing to excellent flow 
diversity and a vast array of discrete territories for juvenile salmonids (55.176693, 

-2.940811). However, the river substrate was not ideal spawning habitat, being 
too coarse. This again highlights the importance of free access for fish around a 

catchment as the best spawning habitat may not necessarily be adjacent to the 
abundant juvenile habitat.  
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Figure 19. Grazing along the burn (and on the adjacent land) was clearly far lower 

intensity than the other areas inspected, but still appeared to be suppressing tree 
regeneration for the most part. This is a common issue, particularly with browsers 

like sheep (and goats!) as they will often preferentially target the more palatable, 
higher nutrient shoots of woody plants over rank grasses. Ideally livestock would 
be excluded from the watercourse, but some improvements may be possible by 

strategic planting of saplings and willow whips in poorly accessible areas along the 
banks.  

 

5. Summary and recommendations 

As the visit to the River Esk was a whistle-stop tour of several areas of 

various tributaries, the recommendations of this report are correspondingly 

general, with a couple of exceptions. The following is a list of actions that 

would be beneficial (ordered as they appear in the report, rather than on 

priority): 

5.1. Hermitage Water (Liddel Water to Roughley Burn) 

• Figure 20. Monitor for potential in-river dredging activity and 

manipulation of the Hermitage Water channel (55.218828, -

2.786868).  

• Figure 21. Seek buffer fencing of the heavily grazed field 

(55.221462, -2.786235) 

5.2. Hermitage Water (u/s Roughley Burn) 

• Figure 22. Further investigation of elevated nutrient inputs (u/s of 

55.259189, -2.823027).  
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• Figure 23. Investigate options for buffer fencing and tree planting 

(55.265128, -2.854571).  

5.3. Clarewoodrigg Burn 

• Figure 24. Monitor water quality d/s of new farm infrastructure on 

Clarewoodrigg Burn once completed (55.260405, -2.9511).  

5.4. Ewes Water 

• Figure 25. Seek retention of bankside trees on Mosspaul Burn, 

including regeneration of those previously cut (55.256274, -

2.960912)  

• Figure 26. Further investigation of the large meander that has been 

cut off on the Ewes Burn, to ascertain whether it is completely a 

natural occurrence or whether intervention may be beneficial 

(55.24877, -2.965768).  

• Figure 27. Further investigation of the weir and bridge on the Ewes 

Water to ascertain whether removal might be possible (55.20953, -

2.989865).  

 

In addition to the above recommendations, a general recommendation is to 

investigate options for buffer fencing any areas of the catchment that where 

livestock are not currently excluded, to facilitate improvements in riparian 

vegetation extent and diversity and to facilitate tree regeneration. Planting 

would also be beneficial in any areas livestock are, or can be, excluded.  

As highlighted, further investigation into the source of elevated nutrient 

levels, particularly on the Hermitage Water catchment would be beneficial.  

This could be in the form of a more detailed walkover or targeted spot-

checks. However, even without further investigation, ensuring that all 

forestry operations adhere to best practice is advised. Maintaining an 

appropriate standoff from any watercourses and incorporating a deciduous 

buffer alongside them in any new/re-planting delivers multiple benefits. 

During felling operations, removal of brash from areas adjacent to any 

watercourses would also reduce the extent of nutrient seepage that 

otherwise occurs as the material breaks down. Ensuring that fine sediment 

inputs do not occur to watercourses is also vital, and drainage from felled 

areas should never directly discharge to watercourses. It should also be 

ensured that the minimal legal standoff of 10m from a watercourse for the 

application of fertiliser is maintained.  

 

 



   
 

19 
 

6. Making it happen 

The WTT may be able to offer further assistance such as:  

• WTT Walkover Assessment   

o Where recipients require further assistance in identifying and 

addressing issues on a catchment WTT can carry out more 

targeted investigations in the form of a walkover. This would 

involve further assessment on the ground to trace the sources 

of any pollution.  

o For issues already highlighted, WTT may be able to provide 

support and guidance in progressing the solutions.  

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

format on habitat management and improvement: 

www.wildtrout.org/content/wtt-publications 

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 

populations and managing invasive species.  

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

www.wildtrout.org/shop/products/rivers-working-for-wild-trout-dvd or by 

calling the WTT office on 02392 570985. 
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8. 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 and any other relevant bodies 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.  

 

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

