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1.0  Introduction 

This report is the output of a site visit to the River Brock, within the 

Wyre catchment, Lancashire, undertaken by Prof J Grey of the Wild 

Trout Trust, at the request of Tom Myerscough of the Wyre Rivers 

Trust. Tom accompanied the walkover and contributed on-site 

discussion to the observations herein. 

The overarching objective was to assess the current state of habitat, 

primarily for resident and migratory salmonids, but also for the wider 

aquatic and associated riparian ecology. Recommendations for 

improvement are included in brief.  

Tributaries like the Brock should provide good spawning habitat and 

nursery grounds for fry and parr, as well as being havens for a 

plethora of macroinvertebrate species supporting fish and other 

higher predators like dipper, grey wagtail, heron & otter.  

Normal convention is applied with respect to bank identification, i.e. 

left bank (LB) or right bank (RB) whilst looking downstream. 

Upstream and downstream references are often abbreviated to u/s 

and d/s, respectively, for convenience; similarly, right-hand side 

(RHS) and left-hand side (LHS). The Ordnance Survey National Grid 

Reference system is used for identifying locations.  

 

2.0 Habitat Assessment & Summary 

Representative sections of both arms of the River Brock, and one of 

its major tributaries (Winsnape Brook) were assessed. The upper 

catchment of the Brock, like the Wyre, originates on steep, treeless 

fells and receives a considerable amount of rainfall. Consequently, 

runoff is swift, and erosion supplies a considerable amount of 

sediment to the lower gradient sections where they are deposited and 

where the river should start to meander accordingly. In some areas 

it has been allowed to do so and in others it has been constrained. 

The habitat differences between the two are clear to see; generally, 

much better where the functionality of the channel and floodplain are 

retained. The usual suspects of historical tree clearance and 

unfettered livestock access have also played a part in the degradation 

of habitat and water quality.    

 

Cursory stone turning to look for invertebrates revealed a paucity of 

both numbers and species.  
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River Brock (Western arm) 

 

DSC_5170. The furthest u/s location for assessment was at SD 57365 

46599, a small un-named tributary of the Brock at Admarsh Barn 

Farm. A mature fringe of alder, ash, hawthorn and occasional holly 

grew on the RB (northern).     

 

Issues:  

• Livestock poaching and grazing was evident on both banks, 

leading to fine sediment ingress and clogging of the otherwise 

perfectly-sized gravel (for spawning). 

• There was a lack of low, shaggy or trailing cover except for the 

occasional holly branch.  

• The agriculturally improved characteristics of the pasture 

suggested artificial fertilisation which, given the slope and local 

climate and coupled with a lack of any viable buffer strip, probably 

result in excess nutrient contribution to the beck. 

 

It would be extremely beneficial to exclude livestock to create a 

functional buffer strip of vegetation to counter the above issues and 

increase likelihood of natural regeneration of trees on the southern 

(LB). This is especially pertinent for shade – future proofing against 

climate change. At this location, one fence would protect both banks.   

 

Woody deflectors could be introduced to diversify flow characteristics 

within the channel, to kick-start the sorting and cleaning of gravel. 
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DSC_5171. The confluence of the beck from Admarsh Barn Farm 

(RHS) with the Brock at SD 57242 46591. 

 

The steep-sided fells of the watershed were distinct in the 

background. At the confluence however, the gradient was much 

reduced, and the dynamism of the channel was evident as active 

meanders and oxbows. 

 

DSC_5175. Looking d/s from a small bluff on the LB, the wetter 

ground around the active meanders, springs and paleo-channels was 
evident in the growth of rushes.  

 
Issues: 

• Distinct lack of tree cover. 
• Poor species diversity and a lack of herbaceous vegetation. 
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DSC_5180 & 5181. Excellent examples of sinuous meander bends 

which exhibited diverse physical characteristics such as deeper scour 

pools and deposition bars that should be associated with active, 

dynamic channels.  

 

Moreover, these bends significantly increase the channel length which 

serves both to increase the area of high-quality habitat and the transit 

time of water (slowing the flow).  
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DSC_5173 & 5178. Wherever meander bends coincided with sheep-
grazed, short sward turf, the vertical soil cliffs and slumped sods 

hinted at the lack of root matrix within the banks that should bind the 
soils and increase resilience to such erosion. Such ‘block-failure’ can 

lead to excessive rates of erosion. 
 

Issues:  
• Continuous removal of the foliage results in the grasses investing 

energy in replacing the grazed shoots rather than roots. 
• Maintenance of a short sward of grasses also reduces the diversity 

of root matrix (to different depths) when compared to mixed 

native herbage. 
• Ideally removal or at least a marked reduction / change in regime 

of grazing would allow for a more diverse herbage to develop and 
alleviate trampling / poaching desire lines forming along bank 

edges that often lead to bank failure.   
• Tree cover was extremely sparse and judicious planting of wet 

woodland species, particularly on the southern side (LB) and in 
between the more excessively eroding bends is recommended. 

  



  6 

 

Fig 1. Aerial image of the meandering Brock and the outlines of paleo-

channels. One section, highlighted by the adjacent white line, had 
clearly been straightened in the relatively recent past. Point Q 

indicates the confluence (DSC_5171). 
 

DSC_5184. At SD 56650 46042, Clough Heads Brook joined the Brock 

from the RB. This tributary was not assessed but could have good 
habitat throughout Clough Heads Wood, similar to Winsnape Brook 

(see later). 
 

Issues:  
• There were no fish passage issues at the confluence although a 

dilapidated watergate and fence on the RB did not provide any 
buffer strip protection.  

• The Brock clearly had been dredged and straightened historically, 

the spoil used to raise the LB and create a small parcel of flat land 
for pasture. 

• As a consequence, the channel characteristics were reduced to a 
rather uniform continuous riffle. 
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DSC_5185 & 5186. Deposition of gravel both u/s & d/s of the 

packhorse bridge should provide good spawning habitat but no redds 
were evident.  

 
There was a natural bed beneath both bridges, with ample water 

depth, so there were no issues for fish passage.  
 

Both also had watergates which would require ongoing maintenance 
and it might be more cost-effective and environmentally beneficial to 

prevent livestock access to the channel via buffer-strip fencing.  
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DSC_5188 & 5189. D/s of the road bridge at SD 56498 45794, the 

channel had been historically pinned toward the RHS of the valley to 
create a greater contiguous parcel of improved pasture. A thin fringe 

of mature alder on each bank constrained the width of the channel.  
 

Issues:  
• Lack of self-set tree regeneration and vegetation because of 

livestock browsing.  
• Classic trampling and exposure of the landward roots caused by 

livestock weakening the soils will eventually lead to the river 
eroding behind the affected trees and ultimately their loss. The 

wrack-line demonstrates that spate flow gets around the back of 
these trees. 

 
Extension of the fencing surrounding the wood d/s (checked for 

integrity) to protect the buffer strip on both banks back u/s to the 

road bridge. 
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DSC_5191 & 5194. Within the wood at SD 56405 45612, the channel 

was again more sinuous and varied in physical character, in part due 
to the presence and retention of woody material, and the alder boles 

and trailing roots. 
 

This is the very definition of ‘Natural Flood Management’. 
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DSC_5193. A series of natural bedrock falls which would prove 

challenging for fish passage due to the lack of plunge pools on the 
slabs. These would only be passable under a limited range of flow 

conditions but are not considered an ‘issue’ per se as they are entirely 
natural features. It would be worth conducting a fish survey above 

and below to determine community & population structure. 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
The relatively short (~550m) section between Bleasdale Rd bridge 

d/s to the confluence with the eastern arm of the Brock (DSC_5142) 

was not assessed during the walkover.  
 

The bridge caused no issues for fish passage – clear span and natural 
bed throughout. 

 
From what could be seen from the bridge, and a brief examination of 

satellite imagery, there appeared to be mixed deciduous woodland on 
both banks similar to that experienced u/s (DSC_5191 & 5194). 
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River Brock (Eastern arm) 

 

 

DSC_5133. At SD 57022 44637, the channel had been recently 
straightened and realigned to the left-hand side of the valley, where 

once there was a broad meander (Fig 2). From satellite imagery, this 

equates to the loss of ~22% of channel length. A straighter, shorter 
course is steeper and hence carries more erosive power which was 

clearly already eroding into the unconsolidated artificial right bank. 
 

Issues:  
• Fine sediment ingress to the channel was evident for hundreds of 

metres d/s, smothering potential spawning gravel and degrading 
invertebrate habitat. 

• Bare earth from this (assumed) unsanctioned work will continue 
to erode over winter, as the river tries to regain some semblance 

of natural form.   
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DSC_5137-39. From SD 56869 44563 to SD 56755 44515, the 
channel retained a more natural course although there were hints of 

historical straightening. Retention of woody material was helping 
improve physical habitat characteristics by: 

• diversifying flow paths around and below material, creating faster 
and slower areas with scour & deposition, respectively 

• trapping debris, contributing to slow-the-flow  

• creating instream cover for fish and invertebrates. 
Note the smothering of sandy soil, assumed from the works 

upstream. 
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DSC_5140 & 5141. The boundary between open, mixed deciduous 

woodland and improved pasture, from SD 56690 44497 to the 
confluence of the Brock arms at SD 56575 44545.  

 
Issues:  

• The boundary fence was dysfunctional and needs replacing to 
retain protection from livestock. 

• The channel had been historically straightened and pinned to the 
LHS of the valley, resulting in a steeper reach of continuous riffle. 

• Lacking variability of instream character and bankside cover. If 
there are alternative water supplies, could this reach be 

completely fenced off negating the need for wide watergates 
which are difficult and expensive to install and maintain? See next 

page. 
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DSC_5142. The confluence of the two Brock arms (SD 56575 44545). 

It would appear the eastern arm carries the majority of spate flow 
given the deposition at the confluence of the western arm.  

 
There were no issues for fish passage. 

 
Walling here suggests an old bridge crossing, now superseded by a 

footbridge and ford u/s. The watergate was beyond repair – see 
issues on previous page. As there appeared to be fencing along the 

western arm u/s on the LB and continuing d/s of the confluence, it 
would be good to extend the fencing along both arms to negate the 

need for watergates.  
 

However, it should be noted that the existing fencing was in poor 
condition and clearly not stock-proof as there was little difference in 

sward height and composition either side, so would need replacing. 
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DSC_5144 & 5145. From SD 56520 44477 to SD 56356 44449, the 

LB was fenced but the RB was not. An extremely dilapidated water 
gate spanned the over-capacity channel. 

 
Issues: 

• Under low flow, stock must cross to graze. There was no change 
in herbage and the shoots from the fringing alders were closely 

nibbled.  
• The riparian trees were all mature and there was a distinct lack of 

self-set saplings indicating no natural regeneration. 
• The ongoing costs of maintaining a watergate. 

• Lateral erosion of the banks by stock accessing the water and 
crossing. 

• Lack of low shaggy or trailing cover along the margins, and a 
paucity of habitat for terrestrial invertebrates / resource for 

pollinators.    
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DSC_5147 & 5150. RB between SD 56356 44449 & SD 55381 44237 
(Moss Side to Winsnape Woods). 

 
Fantastic examples of natural wood fall (trunks & limbs) of such a 

size and irregular shape as to be retained within the channel: 
 

• Upper – a mid-channel deposition bar of cobble & boulder, 
effectively splitting the flow into two channels of unequal flow 

characteristics. Such bars are essential habitat for a plethora of 
specialist terrestrial organisms, particularly beetles and spiders. 

• Lower – a complicated tangle of crown branches pushed almost 
parallel to the bank which has caused sufficient disruption of flow 

to facilitate deposition of finer sediments. These have been further 
stabilised by the roots of pioneer plants, essentially building new 

bank. 
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DSC_5154 & 5155. RB between SD 56356 44449 & SD 55381 44237 
(Moss Side to Winsnape Woods). 

 
Further examples of increased diversity caused by wood fall and 

subsequent deposition bars leading to braiding (a network of smaller 
channels around temporally dynamic ‘islands’). 
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Winsnape Brook 

 

DSC_5160. The confluence of Winsnape Brook (from the RHS) with 

the Brock at SD 55381 44237.  
  

There were no issues for fish passage at the confluence. 
 

There was evidence of historic plantation clearance on the RB of 
Winsnape Brook but replanting and natural regeneration was 

progressing well, and some of the felled brash had been left in situ.  
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DSC_5165 & 5166. The Winsnape Brook within the Estate boundary 

was generally in good shape. The physical habitat was diverse with 
plenty of wood retained in the channel, forcing out-of-bank flow paths 

during spates and creating braid bars and side channels. 
 

Gravel of a size (15-40mm) ideal for trout spawning was being 
retained and sorted. However, there was still evidence of a finer 

sandy component in greater volumes than one might expect for a 
small, wooded headwater, pointing to issues of ingress u/s. 
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DSC_5169. An old packhorse bridge at SD 55782 44975 on Winsnape 

Brook, the highest point assessed. Note the severity of the fine 
sediment issue highlighted by its deposition in the slower-flowing pool 

area. 
 

Issues: 
• No problems for fish passage as clear-span and natural bed 

throughout. 
• Water quality appeared dubious – the cloudiness indicated a fine 

sediment suspended load of diffuse pollution. 
• The bed also was smothered with fines. 

• The track from the RB (western) to the bridge was clearly 
conveying fines from the fields above.  

• Satellite imagery indicated much less obvious buffering protection 
of the banks from more improved pasture further u/s which 

should be explored. 

• More exposed soils from historic plantation clearance at the head 
of the catchment may still be contributing to the suspended 

sediment loading.   
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4.0 Disclaimer 

This report is produced for guidance only; 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. 


