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1.0 Introduction 

This report is the output of a site visit undertaken on 15th March 2022 by Tim 

Jacklin of the Wild Trout Trust (WTT) to the River Erewash near Awsworth. 

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

and discussions with George Cooper, Fisheries Technical Officer for the 

Environment Agency (EA). 

Previous WTT advisory visits have been carried out on the River Erewash at 

Stanton Gate (2008) and Toton (2009). WTT are currently working in 

partnership with EA at Langley Mill developing fish passage improvements. 

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. Specific locations are identified by 

latitude and longitude coordinates. 

 

2.0 Overview 

The River Erewash is located on the boundary between Derbyshire and 

Nottinghamshire and flows south through a heavily populated catchment 

(approximately 30% urban, the rest grazing and arable farming) containing 

the towns of Heanor, Eastwood, Ilkeston, Stapleford, Sandiacre and Long 

Eaton.  The river joins the Trent at Attenborough, near Long Eaton. It is a low 

to moderate relief catchment draining Carboniferous Coal Measures with 

Permian and Triassic rocks on eastern and southern boundaries.  

The River Erewash has a history of poor water quality.  Industrial pollution, 

not least from mining, and a high population density in the catchment meant 

the river was chronically polluted for most of the 20th Century.  Since the turn 

of the century, water quality in general has improved because of the decline 

of heavy industry and investment in the sewage treatment works (STW) 

discharging to the river.   

However, the Erewash is a small river draining a densely populated catchment.  

It receives treated discharges from eight sewage treatment works but is 

vulnerable to pollution incidents from combined surface water/sewage 

overflows (CSOs).  The run-off regime of the river is flashy because of the 

urban nature of the catchment. 

https://www.wildtrout.org/assets/reports/Erewash2008_0.pdf
https://www.wildtrout.org/assets/reports/Erewash2009.pdf
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The overall ecological status of this part of the River Erewash is classified as 

‘moderate’ by the Environment Agency (2019), including ‘high’ status for fish 

(https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-

planning/WaterBody/GB104028052480). 

 

3.0 Habitat Assessment 

The site inspected is to the west of Awsworth, between Bennerley Viaduct to 

the north (upstream limit, 52.989005, -1.296966) and the railway bridge to 

the south and west (52.984207, -1.296118). The land rises to the east of the 

site where it is bounded by the Nottingham Canal (disused); the west of the 

site is bounded by the railway line. Inspection of old maps shows the course 

of the river upstream of Newton’s Lane bridge was realigned in the second 

half of the twentieth century (Figure 1). This is understood to have followed 

opencast mining of the site in the 1970s (Figure 2 and Figure 3). 

The present course is less meandering than the historic channel, which 

reduces the habitat quality of this reach. Meanders promote the formation of 

pools (on the outside of bends) and gravelly riffles (between bends). This 

variety in depths and river-bed materials provides the basic building blocks of 

good river habitat; the pools provide deep-water areas for adult fish and the 

shallow gravels provide spawning and juvenile areas and are productive for 

invertebrates. The section of river upstream of Newton’s Lane is generally 

poor habitat due to the lack of meanders. It is uniform and shallow with the 

riverbed visible throughout almost the entire length; the riverbed substrate is 

poorly sorted and dominated by fine sediments (silt and sand). 

Measured from the maps, the length of the channel between the viaduct and 

Newton’s Lane prior to realignment was approximately 675m compared to 

525m now, a reduction of 150m (22%). In addition to the loss of meanders, 

pools and riffles, the shortening of the channel has also steepened its gradient 

(same drop over a shorter distance), speeding up the transit of water 

(conveyance). This also increases flow energy which can contribute to effects 

such as increased erosion, bed scour and changes to sediment transport both 

within the site and upstream and downstream of it. 

 

https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/WaterBody/GB104028052480
https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/WaterBody/GB104028052480
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Figure 1 Showing the realignment of the river course between Bennerley Viaduct and 

Newton’s Lane bridge. Ordnance Survey 1:10590 scale map (revised 1956-1964) overlaying 

present day satellite imagery (from www.maps.nls.uk).  

http://www.maps.nls.uk/
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Figure 2 Opencast mining at the site 1970s (Picture from Bennerley Viaduct Friends Group, 

Facebook). 

 

Figure 3 Breach in the diverted course of the Erewash following heavy rain inundating the 

mine workings, circa 1977 (Picture from Bennerley Viaduct Friends Group, Facebook). 
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Figure 4 LiDAR Composite 2020: 1m DTM Elevation and Hillslope. From Environment Agency Survey Open 

Data Index Catalogues 

(https://www.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=f765c2a97d644f08927d5cd5abe58d87). 

Showing embankments along the river upstream of Newton’s Lane and the relatively flat floodplain. 

 

https://www.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=f765c2a97d644f08927d5cd5abe58d87
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Figure 5 Embankments alongside the river. 

 

Figure 6 Standing water on the left bank (Notts. bank). 
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By contrast, the short section of river downstream of Newton’s Lane has three 

or four deep pools on the outside of meanders which provide good adult fish 

habitat. The river course here does not appear to have been altered when 

compared with old maps, although straightening of the course around the 

railway crossing is evident (pre-dating maps circa 1880). 

Upstream of Newton’s Lane the land use is low-intensity rough grazing. The 

channel is flanked by low embankments on each bank for most of its length 

(Figure 4 and Figure 5). The floodplain beyond the embankments is flat and 

comprised wet grassland and standing water at the time of the visit, which 

was attracting birds such as lapwing and little egret (Figure 6). 

There are no trees adjacent to the river apart from a handful of hawthorn 

bushes, most of these downstream of the road bridge. There is therefore 

hardly any overhanging cover to provide shelter and security for fish. The 

height of flood debris trapped in the bushes indicate flood heights that 

inundate the floodplain and abundant sewage rags indicate the operation of 

combined sewer overflows (Figure 7). 

 

Figure 7 Little cover is present from bankside trees and bushes. Note the sewage rags in 

the branches. 
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Downstream of Newton’s Lane, land use is also low intensity. On the left bank 

are two fields of rough grazing and one (furthest downstream and possibly in 

different ownership) with improved grazing. On the right bank is scrub and 

wetland/reedbed areas (Figure 8). Two flood flow pathways cross the right 

bank via culverts under the road and enter the river at the apex (north) of the 

two meanders (visible in Figure 4). Some bank erosion is occurring at the apex 

of the upstream meander, possibly exacerbated by the weiring of flood flows 

into the river at this point (Figure 9).  

 

 

Figure 8 View to railway bridge at downstream end of the site 
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Figure 9 Apex of meander bend where floodplain flows re-enter the river channel from the 

culverts beneath the road (background).  

 

4.0 Recommendations 

The fundamental problem with the quality of river habitat at this site is the 

simplification of the channel when it was restored after cessation of mining 

(Figure 1). This could be addressed via a project which restores the river to a 

naturalised form, increasing channel length, restoring meanders and a pool-

riffle sequence and reconnecting the floodplain.  These aims may coincide with 

wider benefits such as natural flood management through reduced 

conveyance and floodwater storage. Initially, an appraisal of options including 

flood modelling and a geomorphological assessment would be required, but 

prior to commissioning this, the following should be addressed: 

• Investigate whether the former use of the site as is a constraint on 

restoration, e.g. potential issues of contaminated land; services crossing 

the site. 

• Discuss the idea with the EA’s Flood Risk & Coastal Management Team 

to see if it is compatible with flood risk management in this area. 
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• Seek agreement in principle from the landowner. A project such as this 

may provide opportunities for Biodiversity Net Gain. 

• Are there any potential issues arising from a project affecting the setting 

of the Bennerley Viaduct (a Grade II* listed structure)? Or any other 

potential heritage/archaeological issues that could be affected by 

excavations? Consult stakeholders such as the Friends group and 

statutory heritage interests (County Archaeologist). 

A case study of a river restoration project of this type is provided below.    

Other habitat improvements that could be carried out in conjunction with the 

above or independently include: 

• Planting with native tree species to create shade and cover on the 

riverbanks. This should be targeted on the outside of bends in the 

channel. Protection of trees from grazing is essential for this to be 

successful. 

• Removal of embankments, re-grading of the riverbanks on the inside of 

bends and the introduction of gravel to create riffles. An example on a 

similar river is illustrated here www.trentriverstrust.org/weston-in-

staffordshire-river-restoration/. These measures would essentially be a 

‘lite’ version of the fuller restoration above and would have lesser habitat 

benefits for similar sunk costs in terms of management, planning and 

permissions; hence, the full restoration should be pursued in preference. 

 

5.0 Making it Happen 

The Wild Trout Trust may be able to assist with further advice and assistance 

in developing a project. 

6.0 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. 

Legal permissions may be required before commencing work on site. These 

are not limited to landowner permissions but may also involve regulatory 

authorities such as the EA, lead local flood authority and any other relevant 

http://www.trentriverstrust.org/weston-in-staffordshire-river-restoration/
http://www.trentriverstrust.org/weston-in-staffordshire-river-restoration/


11 

 

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 site. 

 

7.0 Case study – River Glaven, Beck Farm, Hunworth 

A river restoration project involving reconnecting the floodplain and re-

meandering the river channel was completed on the River Glaven at 

Hunworth, North Norfolk, in August 2010. 

The impetus for the project arose from an application by Stody Estate (the 

landowners) to increase abstraction from the river for irrigation. Because of 

the existing low flow stresses on the river, the end result of this was a switch 

from summer to winter abstraction and the construction of irrigation reservoirs 

on the farm; a planning condition relating to this was ecological mitigation, 

and this project was the result. 

The project took place on a 350-metre reach which, in the distant past, had 

been straightened and moved to the edge of the floodplain, probably for the 

purposes of milling. Subsequent dredging had lowered the riverbed and 

further disconnected the floodplain.  

The restoration took place in two stages. The first was the removal of 

embankments and lowering of the floodplain to a natural level, with the spoil 

incorporated into adjacent arable fields on the valley sides. The second was 

the creation of the meanders, which were dug in the dry alongside the straight 

channel, and imported gravel was placed to create riffles. Finally, the 

meanders were connected to the channel and the redundant sections of the 

straight channel back-filled with spoil. 

The restoration was designed and supervised by Professor Richard Hey, a 

fluvial geomorphologist recently retired from the University of East Anglia. The 

works were overseen by the Wild Trout Trust acting as an ecological clerk of 

works, to ensure compliance with legislation relating to the protected species 

present including native crayfish, water voles, otters and others. 

The work was a partnership effort between the landowners, Stody Estate, and 

Wild Trout Trust, Environment Agency, Norfolk Wildlife Trust, River Glaven 
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Conservation Group, Professor Richard Hey, University College of London and 

the Centre for Environment Fisheries and Aquaculture Science (CEFAS). The 

site was subsequently monitored by a research team from University College 

London, Queen Mary University of London, with two PhD and four MSc studies 

on the site. 

The land alongside the river was included in a Higher Level Stewardship 

agreement and managed by conservation grazing. The project increased the 

river channel length by c.30% and it inundates the floodplain at much lower 

flow stages than previously, providing flood attenuation and trapping fine 

sediment in addition to biodiversity gains. 

This project led on to further restoration projects elsewhere on the River 

Glaven, including at Bayfield Hall where a restored river channel was formed 

around the estate lake (www.wildtrout.org/wttblog/springwatch-features-the-

beautiful-bayfield-estate).  

http://www.wildtrout.org/wttblog/springwatch-features-the-beautiful-bayfield-estate
http://www.wildtrout.org/wttblog/springwatch-features-the-beautiful-bayfield-estate
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Photo 1 Beck Farm reach before the project, showing the embankments, incised channel and steep-sided 

banks (Photo: Steve Henson). 

 

Photo 2 Removal of embankments and floodplain lowering (Photo: Steve Henson). 
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Photo 3 Excavation of meander bends, creating gross levels for pool-riffle sequence. 

 

Photo 4 Three years after completion, low water. 
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Photo 5 Same view as above, high water (Photo: Ross Haddow). 
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Photo 6 Pre and post-project plan form and levels (Photos: Ross Haddow; Levels UCL/QMUL). 
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Photo 7 Restored reach the year following completion (Photo: Ross Haddow). 


