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Key Findings 

 

• The main river Meon at Hall place has considerable scope for habitat 

enhancement. 

• The main river and the Whitewool stream are heavily modified 

channels. 

• The combination of man-made structures is reducing opportunities 

for effective sediment transport. 

• The river running through the garden section is out of equilibrium 

and requires unsustainable maintenance work to avoid complete 

blockage with emergent reed. 

• The Whitewool stream works as a spawning and nursey stream for 

trout but biodiversity could be improved by creating areas of 

increased light penetration to the bed and wetland creation within 

the floodplain. 
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1.0 Introduction 

This report is the output of a site visit undertaken by Andy Thomas of the Wild 

Trout Trust (WTT) and Elaina Whittaker-Slark, Lead Ranger with the South Downs 
National Parks Authority (SDNPA), to a section of the River Meon and Whitewool 
Stream at Hall Place Farm, West Meon.  

 
The purpose of the visit was to identify opportunities for improved habitat 

management, with a view to enhancing the local ecology of the River Meon and 
Whitewool Stream at Hall Farm. 
 

Comments in this report are based on observations made during the site visit and 
discussions with the landowner. The visit concentrated on a 400m section of main 

river running from National Grid Reference (NGR): SU 64980 23938 (map 1) down 
to SU 64578 24004. In addition, a 1km section of the Whitewool Stream (map 2) 
was inspected. The Whitewool Stream joins the main river approximately 100m 

upstream of the main reach inspected, at NGR: SU 65086 23913.  
 

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 (NGR) system is used for identifying 
specific locations. 

 
The River Meon is classified under the Water Framework Directive as waterbody 
ID no. GB107042016640 and according to data published on the DEFRA website 

is currently meeting “Good Ecological condition”. More information can be found 
here: 

https://defra-cde-beta.publishmydata.com/catchment-
planning/WaterBody/GB107042016640?cycle=2 
 

 

 
Map 1. Section of the River Meon at Hall Farm 

                     

https://defra-cde-beta.publishmydata.com/catchment-planning/WaterBody/GB107042016640?cycle=2
https://defra-cde-beta.publishmydata.com/catchment-planning/WaterBody/GB107042016640?cycle=2
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Map 2. Section of the Whitewool Stream inspected 

 

2.0 Habitat assessment 

 
Main River Meon. 
 
The 400m section of main river inspected sits within a heavily modified channel 

and is influenced by several man-made structures (bridges and weirs). The bridges 
were constructed to provide access to the main house and separate adjacent farm. 

The weirs are  an Environment Agency Flow gauging weir (crump weir (NGR: SU 
64857 239973) and an ornamental impounding weir (NGR: SU 64722 23973), 
probably constructed at some stage as part of the landscaped gardens surrounding 

the 17th century listed Hall Place. 
 

The net result of these modifications is a chalk stream channel that lacks diversity 
in width and bed profile, and which struggles to convey fine sediment through the 
reach. The issues associated with sediment transport are particularly evident in 

the section bordering the formal gardens to the house (photo 1), where despite 
efforts made by the landowner to encourage natural flora and fauna to flourish, 

with a lightly managed buffer zone, the emergent reed encroachment is significant 
and problematic.  
 

Issues associated with the encroachment of branched burr reed (Spaganium 
erectum) are exacerbated here by a lack of riparian tree shading. 
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Photo1. Section of main river within the formal gardens. This reach is impounded, is a sink for fine 

sediment, and suffers serious reed (branched burr reed) encroachment as a result. Ripe for 
additional riparian shading via a programme of tree planting and possible bed raising to promote 

elevated flow velocities. 
 

The gauging weir (photo 2) located just above the main access bridge is 

impounding the reach above, however, coarse bed sediments (gravels) have been 
trapped above the weir, and as a result the bed has risen over the years and 
enabled sufficient flow velocities to develop to keep fine sediment moving through 

the reach above. However, because the gauging weir traps gravels, the same level 
of natural deposition of coarse material downstream of the gauging weir has not 

been allowed to develop to such an extent. The downstream garden reach acts as  
a sink for fine sediment (silt), exacerbated by the ornamental weir (photo 3) 

located a few hundred metres downstream, which robs the garden section of 
energetic flow velocities and as a direct result, provides optimum conditions for 
silt-loving emergent vegetation encroachment.  

 
The gauging weir is of a modest height and has a head-loss that looks to be less 

than 300mm. Although this structure will undoubtedly restrict movements of small 
trout (Salmo trutta) and other fish species, particularly those with modest 
swimming power, such as bulhead (Cottus gobio) the structure does not pose a 

significant risk to adult trout on spawning migrations. The Meon at West Meon lies 
above the known sea trout spawning sections, but it is highly likely that sea trout 

will penetrate above this structure in an exceptionally wet autumn/winter. Local 
resident brown trout will also migrate significant distances to access optimum 
spawning sites. 
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Photo 2. EA flow gauging weir located upstream of the access bridge. These structures are 
environmentally damaging and over time, should be replaced with flow gauging methodology that 

does not require the use of an impounding weir. 

 
 

 
 

Photo 3. Ornamental weir impounds and slows  flow in the garden reach and exacerbates 
deposition of fine sediment and the encroachment of reeds. 
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In the bottom 100m of channel, the river runs through extensive laurel and yew 
shading (photo 4). It is assumed the evergreen trees planted through this reach 

were intended to be a visual barrier, screening off the road and properties fringing 
West Meon High Street with the grounds at Hall Place.  

 
The lack of light penetration through this section severely restricts aquatic weed 
growth, both riparian emergent plants and submerged in-channel plants. As a 

direct result, biological productivity may well be limited here and might also result 
in the 100m long reach acting as an ecological barrier between more productive 

reaches, where a more balanced regime of light and shade helps to drive biological 
productivity but also contributes towards moderating water temperatures. 
 

 
 

 
 

Photo 4. The start of a long, straight, dark section of river, where plants like yew and 
rhododendron cast intense shade and limit productivity. 

 
In this section it was noted that a composting area for grass cuttings was being 

used. The leachate from the compost heap will carry a huge biological oxygen 
demand on contact with the river and it is highly recommended to relocate the 

composting area away from the top of the riverbanks for guaranteed soak-away 
to the ground.   
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Whitewool Stream 
 
A 1km stretch of the Whitewool stream was also inspected. This Meon tributary is 

known to be an important brown trout spawning and nursery stream, being mainly 
shallow, fast-flowing and densely shaded.  
 

The channel is heavily modified and has obviously been dredged at some stage in 
the past, leaving a deeply incised and mainly straight channel. However, the 

stream has maintained relatively favourable habitat for juvenile trout, due mainly 
to the comparatively steep and un-impounded bed slope (photo 5). The corridor 
is blessed with rich seams of flint gravels, which in places have been eroded out 

to form small pools, riffles and glide sequences, mainly promoted by fallen woody 
material and extensive riparian tree-root systems. The lack of any significant 

maintenance, or tree clearance has provided a well-covered, cool environment 
that is likely to be favourable for trout and very problematic for avian predators.  
 

The lack of any in channel weed growth due to heavy shading is offset by the large 
amounts of natural woody cover offered by root systems and naturally fallen wood.     

 

 
 

Photo 5. The Whitewool Stream. Fast-flowing over a mainly gravel bed, providing excellent 
opportunities as a nursery stream for brown trout and occasional sea trout. 

 

Opportunities for habitat enhancement are somewhat restricted by the legacy of 

the drainage works, leaving very high banks. A project was undertaken at the top 
of the reach to create a small, connected wetland/pond habitat SU 65126 22519. 

Although the pond no longer holds water all year round, wetland habitat has 
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developed and has undoubtedly created a valuable habitat for plants, 
invertebrates, amphibians and possible even for water vole. 

3.0 Conclusions and project opportunities  

 
Main River 

 
Habitat quality throughout the whole reach was very mixed, with some short 
sections of high quality chalkstream habitat found mainly in the top half of the 

reach. 
 
Reducing the impoundment of the reach adjacent to the garden would facilitate 

improved sediment transport, greatly enhance habitat quality, and reduce the 
opportunities for encouraging emergent reed to flourish. It is therefore 

recommended that at least the ornamental weir boards be removed. It would be 
even better to remove the entire stone/block invert of the weir down to the original 
downstream bed level. This will pull the water through the section above at a much 

faster rate and enable fine sediments to be mobilised and potentially flushed away.  
 

An additional option that is worthy of consideration is to diversify the existing 
channel shape by pulling back the soft, muddy margins and raising the bed with 
imported 20-40mm angular river gravels to create some long, pacey riffle and 

glide habitat, punctuated with deeper pools. Introducing sinuous flow patterns, if 
not a fully meandering channel, would significantly enhance the quality of this 

section of river.  
 

Care will be needed if any bed raising project is considered because there is a 
danger that water levels could back up and adversely impact on the 
instrumentation used at the flow gauging station. An early consultation with the 

EA is recommended before contemplating any radical change in channel form 
through this reach. 

 
Some planting of the riparian zone with native tree species, to cast blocks of shade 
will also help to limit rampant reed growth and provide the ideal mix of dappled 

light and shade. Trees that form low blocks of dense cover are particularly 
valuable, with species such as thorns and goat willow providing valuable woody 

cover at water level. 
 
For chalkstream channels, we recommend aiming for a 60:40 ratio of direct 

sunlight to shade for optimum productivity. The bottom 100m section is currently 
far too shaded and would benefit from occasional “sky-lighting” to enable some 

shafts of sunlight to reach the river-bed and margins. The removal of shrubs like 
rhododendron and cherry laurel is especially recommended, as they not only 
severely shade the channel but also produce mildly toxic acidic leaf litter, which is 

very slow to break down. They are also non-native, so any impact they create 
upon the ecosystem is un-natural.  

 
With this bottom reach being so devoid of in-channel weed, it is recommended to 
ensure that any woody material (branches, trunks or even whole trees) are 

retained within the river channel. In a channel devoid of weed cover, the addition 
of large woody material can often provide essential cover for fish and a primary 

source of shelter and food for grazing aquatic invertebrates. Large woody material 
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left within the channel also helps to drive valuable geomorphological processes, 
promoting much needed physical diversity in channel depth and width, as well as 

flow velocities. The creation of a more diverse shape to the river inevitably 
provides improved opportunities for biodiversity. 

 
Whitewool Stream 
 

The Whitewool stream offers a protected environment and works well as a trout 
spawning and nursery habitat. The corridor would benefit from being more diverse 

and a series of 10 to 20m sections on the shallow sections could be opened up to 
allow in more light, which would help to diversify habitat and provide opportunities 
for aquatic plants and invertebrates. Deeper pool sections are best left in shade. 

 
The project to create on-line pond habitat has resulted in the development of a 

small but locally valuable wetland feature and could be recreated in one or two 
further locations further down the valley. Significant amounts of spoil would have 
to be removed and relocated to gain any kind of connected wetland habitat and a 

levels survey may help to identify potential sites where earth works can be kept 
to a minimum in creating a more diverse corridor.  

   

 
4.0 Recommendations 

 
• Remove the board in the ornamental weir and if possible, remove the the 

stone/block/brick weir invert. Natural habitat recovery in this reach will take 

at least a winter following the weir removal. 
 

• Check to see if the EA are still collecting and using data from the gauging 

weir. If not, seek its removal. If still required, explore opportunities for 
installing alternative, unintrusive gauging technology or at least reducing 

the height of the impoundment. 
 

• Re-locate the compost heap to a site at least 20m from any watercourse. 

 
• Open up some areas in the bottom 100m of channel to allow in more direct 

sunlight penetration to the watercourse. Use the woody material won from 
any such activity to peg into the river channel in the remaining shaded 
sections to provide additional habitat for fish and invertebrates. WTT can 

advise on how this can be achieved. Note: a Felling Licence is required from 
the Forestry Commission if more than 5m3 of timber is to be felled. 

 
• Consider a programme of tree planting in the more open sections to 

promote a dappled light and shade regime. 

 
• There is a potential project opportunity in the reach running though the 

garden to create a more diverse channel shape and promote elevated flow 
velocities which in turn will help to combat reed encroachment. 
 

• Undertake some limited skylighting on the Whitewool stream and use the 
woody material to peg in the channel to locally slow the flow and to promote 

diverse habitat. 



 

10 

 

 
• A levels survey could help to identify sites for potential bank lowering and 

the creation of one or two mini riparian wetland pockets. 
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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. Accordingly, 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 comments made in this report. 


