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Key Findings 
 

• There are no obvious habitat bottlenecks that could account for why trout 

preferentially populate the lower half of the beat. 

 

• The significant spring sources that well up through the bed of the stream 

on the top section of the beat may be influencing trout behaviour. 

 

• Intervention is required when branched burr reed becomes established in 

central channel locations. 

 

• Encroaching marginal plants should be peeled back and folded to maintain 

a narrow but flowing open channel.  

 

• Regular inspections of the downstream culverts is recommended to ensure 

there is maximum capacity. 

 

• Some enhanced habitats could be promoted via hinging of leaning bank-

top trees into the river margins.  

 

• Continue the programme of early autumn gravel cleaning to maximise 

trout egg survival rates. 
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1. Introduction 
 

This report is the output of a site visit undertaken by Andy Thomas of the Wild 
Trout Trust to the Greywell Fly Fishing Club’s (GFFC) beat on the Castle House Mill 

beat on River Whitewater. 
 
This report covers a comparatively new beat to the club which runs from Deptford 

Bridge at SU 7214 5130 down to the canal culvert at the downstream boundary 
at SU 7250 5178. The request for the visit came from Mr. John Charlwood, who is 

the Hon Sec of the GFFC. The club are keen to explore opportunities for improving 
habitat for wild brown trout Salmo trutta and to explore possible reasons why 
trout densities appear to be much greater on bottom half of the beat compared to 

the top half. 
 

Comments in this report are based on observations made during the site visit and 
discussions with Mr. Charlewood. 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. The Ordnance Survey National Grid 

Reference system is used for identifying specific locations. 

 

Map 1. Castle House Mill Water 
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River Whitewater 

Waterbody Name Whitewater 

Waterbody ID GB106039017240 

Management Catchment Loddon and tribs 

River Basin District Thames 

Current Ecological Quality Poor 

U/S Grid Ref inspected SU 7214 5130 

D/S Grid Ref inspected SU 7250 5178 

Length of river inspected 0.7km 

Table 1. Overview of the waterbody. Information sourced from:  

https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/WaterBody/GB106039017240 

2. Catchment Overview 
 

The River Whitewater, along with the River Lyde and the upper reaches of the 
River Loddon, form a network of north-easterly flowing Hampshire chalk streams. 

The Whitewater rises from the underlying chalk aquifer  in the Greywell area. The 
spring water percolates into a large, peaty fen habitat (Greywell Fen), which is an 

important nature reserve and designated Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI). 
From here a single channel is formed and the river flows north, where it joins the 
Blackwater at Riseley. 

 
Near to its source in the Greywell and Odiham area, the Whitewater supports 

classic chalkstream characteristics of low river banks, stable flow and clear water. 
The underlying geology changes once the river reaches the Hook area, where the 

river passes through a mainly clay/gravel geology. This results in a more unstable 
flow regime, slightly steeper banks and water that is tinged with more colour than 
that found in the upper reaches. 

 

https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/WaterBody/GB106039017240
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The River Whitewater is currently a priority water body for improvement action 

under the Water Framework Directive, where, according to monitoring work 
undertaken by the Environment Agency, the river is failing to achieve Good 
Ecological Status (GES) due to poorly performing fish populations. A number of 

factors are thought to be responsible, including both point source and diffuse 
pollution pressures, and fragmented habitat, mainly caused by the numerous 

barriers found throughout the system. The system as a whole is also failing for 
certain chemical determinants but these are thought to emanate from the Hart 
and Blackwater tributaries and thus are only impacting the lower reaches of the 

waterbody.  
 

The upper and middle reaches of the Whitewater predominantly support game 
fishery interests, with several well-established clubs and fly fishing syndicates 
targeting both wild and stocked brown trout (Salmo trutta).  

 

3. Fishery Overview 
 

The Castle House Mill Water is a comparatively newly acquired beat for the GFF 

and is the next beat immediately downstream of the clubs existing water at 

Greywell Fen. The beat has been lightly fished and sensitively managed and is to 

be retained as a wild trout beat, offering a very different angling experience to 

the club’s existing Fenn beat located immediately upstream. 

Currently the beat appears to preferentially hold more trout in the bottom half of 

the beat compared to what appears to be very favourable habitat located in the 

upper half. The GFF are keen to understand what interventions, if any, they can 

make which might help to encourage adult trout to populate  the upper half of 

the beat. 

4. Habitat Assessment 
 

Compared to the club’s upstream beat at Greywell Fen, this particular beat 

supports a wide range of suitable habitat for all life stages of brown trout. Flow 

at the time of the visit was at an early autumn low and the upper half of the 

beat, being comparatively shallow, may be one reason why larger adult trout are 

dropping back to the lower half of the beat. That said, the top section was not 

devoid of suitable sites for holding adult trout, with several deeper, well covered 

lies clearly evident. The top 200m also supports high quality spawning habitat 

and nursery habitat, with plenty of shallow, well covered margins, ideal for both 

fry and parr. The reach therefore supports extremely valuable habitat that will 
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be making a substantial contribution to the fishery as a whole and is likely to 

produce the bulk of the production for the Castle House Mill water and perhaps 

also the Fen reach above, which has only limited capacity for wild trout 

production.  

 

Photo 1. One of several well covered holding lies in the upper half of the beat that look to be ideal 

for comfortably supporting adult trout. 

Water quality on this whole section of the Whitewater looks to be superb and it 

is believed that this upper section of the beat is heavily augmented directly from 

the aquifer by a series of groundwater springs, with some clearly visible in the 

bed of the reach inspected (photo 2). In searching for possible reasons why 

adult trout appear to preferentially sit in the lower half of the beat, there may be 

some behavioural traits in response to subtle differences in water quality and 

temperature associated with the local groundwater input.  

There are research outputs looking into the impacts of exchanges between 

surface water and ground water (hyporheic zone), particularly with regard to 

salmonid egg incubation, but minimal reference to the effect on fish behaviour. 

It is possible that local ground water has low dissolved oxygen concentrations 

and high carbon dioxide levels that may locally impact on primary productivity, 

particularly if also low in dissolved nutrient. Subtle changes in water 

temperature may also influence trout behaviour in response to local conditions 

and this may vary according to the season and prevailing weather conditions. 
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Under all these hypothetical scenarios there is nothing the GFF can do to 

mitigate the impacts, other than to ensure that habitat quality is protected and 

where possible improved throughout the entire reach.   

 

 

Photo 2. One of several areas of upwelling groundwater clearly visible in the foreground. 

Habitat quality was considered to be generally very good throughout the whole 

reach, with a good balance of direct sunlight and dappled shade, often promoted 

via valuable low tree and bush cover. Wide shallow margins were generally 

covered with a thick fringe of emergent plants, notably fools cress Helosciadium 

nodiflorum and lesser water parsnip Berula erecta, both in submerged and 

emergent form. Beds of water crowfoot Ranunculus spp. were also present, 

particularly in sections where flow velocities were more vigorous. 
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Photo 3. Fine sediment deposited in the near margin, with bright, gravels swept clean by the 

combination of marginal willows and beds of crowfoot and water parsnip squeezing the channel 

cross section.  

 

Throughout the whole reach, the river has been very sensitively managed with 

plenty of important cover retained (photo 4), both over shallow margins, which 

is critical for juvenile trout, but also over deeper adult trout holding lies. In a few 

open sections, emergent weed growth has encroached to a point where some 

light intervention may be required (photo 5). This is discussed in more detail in 

the recommendations section of this report. 
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Photo 4. The retention of low, overhanging tree and scrub cover not only provides trout with what 

should be an attractive lie but also helps to suppress what would otherwise be rampant emergent 

weed growth, thus maintaining diverse habitat. 

 

Photo 5. Shallow open sections can be subject to rampant weed growth. Maintaining a squeezed 

wetted cross section will help to keep gravels silt free but avoiding a full channel width blockage is 

highly recommended. 
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Compared to the top half of the beat, the lower reaches appear to have slightly 

slower flow velocities and this is thought to be due to the throttling effect of the 

culvert at the bottom boundary, potentially backing up flow. 

In one or two areas, this has enabled excessive emergent weed growth to 

develop, especially in open sections where shading was at a premium (photo 6). 

The establishment of silt-collecting emergent reeds such as branched burr reed 

Sparganium erectum in central channel locations should be avoided if possible. 

These plants provide wonderful river margin habitat but can become problematic 

if left to form clumps in central channel locations where they trap fine 

sediments, leading to yet further reed encroachment. 

 

 

Photo 6. Beds of branched burr reed forming in central channel locations.  

 

One particular section on the lower half of the beat is heavily shaded and has l 

minimal weed growth (photo 7). The channel is wide and shallow, with most of 

the bed covered by a layer of fine sediment which smothers the underlying 

gravels. In such locations we would usually suggest intervention to allow in more 

sunlight and to use the woody material won from the tree works to provide more 

cover and help promote elevated flow velocities and increased habitat diversity. 

That said, this section appears to be favoured by the local trout population, with 
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several fish spotted and reports that fish are often to be found lying up in this 

section. With this in mind, perhaps only light intervention here would be best 

and one easy option is to hinge over one or two of the leaning trees that might 

make this section even more attractive for holding adult trout. 

 

 

Photo 7. Wide, shallow and shaded but the trout appear to like it! Hinging the clump of trees into 

the channel should make this section even more attractive for trout holding. 

 

At the very end of the beat there is a series of culverts (Photo 8) that take the 

Whitewater underneath the adjacent Basingstoke Canal. The culverts appear to 

have a reasonably low invert but it is very important to make sure they are 

clear. Maintaining maximum flow capacity through culverts will help to reduce 

siltation upstream in the lower half of the beat. 
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Photo 8. The culvert at the bottom boundary needs to be regularly cleared as any blockages could 

increase siltation in the reach above. 

5. Conclusion and Recommendations 
 

There are no obvious habitat reasons why the local trout community appear to 

favour the lower half of the beat over the top half. Perhaps a change in water 

quality associated with the significant upwelling of groundwater  make the 

section slightly less attractive for adult trout.  

There is considerable scope to introduce improved cover for adult trout 

throughout the whole reach via hinged trees, cover logs and woody flow 

deflectors. Actions to diversify flow patterns and create enhanced cover with 

locally won woody material would influence where fish choose lie-up. 

It is possible that the lower reach, which is closer to the Basingstoke Canal 

might have enough footfall to act as a slight deterrent to avian predators and 

thus the trout might also favour this end of the fishery to the slightly quieter top 

half, which might suffer from higher levels of predation. Unfortunately, there is 

no hard evidence for this but it is worth consideration. 

The Castle House Mill beat of the Whitewater is an excellent example of a well-

managed chalkstream headwater fishery and supports a wide variety of habitat 

suitable for all life stages of the brown trout. Further improvements can be made 
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to help combat excessive emergent weed growth, particularly when clumps of 

reed become established in central channel locations, especially following 

prolonged periods of low flow. Grubbing out these small areas of reed will 

encourage improved fine sediment transport through the reach and should result 

in subtle changes in the plant communities in favour of submerged species over 

emergent reed and rush. 

In some of the more open areas where fools cress and lesser water parsnip are 

encroaching, all that is required is to gently fold back the fringe on top of itself 

using a turn-down rake or chrome so that a narrow but open channel is 

maintained throughout the season. It will be important to keep the cross section 

squeezed to maintain vigorous flow velocities. 

The balance between shade and direct sunlight looks to be perfectly acceptable 

although there is the opportunity to perhaps fold one or two of the leaning trees 

into the channel as downstream hinges. These leaning trees when folded into the 

channel margins provide enhanced winter cover and work well over shallow runs 

for improved juvenile trout survival, as well as adjacent to deeper runs where 

adult trout might then comfortably lie up.  

As this beat is located so near to the perennial source of the river, strong flow 

power is not generally generated unless there is an exceptionally wet winter. As 

such gravels can become heavily infiltrated with fine sediments and compacted. 

Loosening gravels and reducing fine sediment loads can significantly boost trout 

egg survival rates, so it is recommended to break up and rake likely spawning 

sites just prior to spawning season in late October, or prior to the first frosts in 

early November. It is recommended to concentrate on areas where redd cutting 

is known to occur and to limit the areas to just a few square metres on pool tails 

or on the “up-ramps” of shallow, laminar glide, preferably prioritising areas near 

to the top end of the beat. 

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

• Helping obtain the necessary consents for carrying out in-stream works, 

from either the Environment Agency, or in the case of river not designated 

as “Main River Watercourse” from the local authority. 

 

• A practical visit from a WTT Conservation Officer to demonstrate the simple 

habitat improvement techniques outlined above. This enables recipients to 

obtain on the ground training in the appropriate use of conservation 

techniques and materials, including Health & Safety, equipment and 
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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 

023 9257 0985. 
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