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Key findings 

 

 Fine sediment input is an issue throughout the catchment, right from 

the upstream end. This is greatly impacting upon potential fish 

spawning and invertebrate habitat. Simple changes to watercourse 

management / maintenance and adjacent land management could 

greatly improve this situation. 

 Three major manmade structures create barriers to fish passage. A 

road crossing/culvert, Healey Mill Weir and Riding Mill Weir, all create 

obstructions. Gaining agreement for removal of the large Healey Mill 

Weir would be a long-term project but improvements to the road 

crossing/culvert could be more easily achieved. Ideally Riding Mill 

Weir should have been removed or allowed to disintegrate (as it was 

already doing before the rock ramp installation) but with the rock 

ramp now prolonging its life, repairs and improvements to the 

easement will be required.  
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1.0 Introduction 

This report is the output of a site visit to the Riding Mill Burn catchment by 

Gareth Pedley of the Wild Trout Trust (WTT). This work was initiated as part 

of the Tyne Tributaries Project: a collaboration between WTT, the Tyne 

Riparian Owners and Occupiers Association (TROOA), the Tyne Rivers Trust 

(TRT) and the Environment Agency (EA). Also present on the walkover were 

Norman Hooks, Ray Bell and David Lawrence (TRT volunteers). The 

walkover assessment was undertaken from the headwaters of the Boghall 

Burn, working downstream to the River Tyne. The report pictorially 

illustrates the habitat assessment, with captions highlighting the issues 

observed in each photo. 

Normal convention is applied throughout the report with respect to bank 

identification, i.e. the banks are designated left bank (LB) or right bank (RB) 

whilst looking downstream. Ordnance Survey National Grid Reference 

system is used for identifying any specific locations. Upstream and 

downstream references are often abbreviated to u/s and d/s, respectively. 

March/Riding Mill Burn, Water Framework Directive Waterbody ID 

GB103023075650. 

 
Overview of the upstream (red arrow) and downstream (blue arrow) limit of the Riding Mill Burn 

catchment walked (taken from the Environment Agency Catchment Data Explorer). 
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2.0 Habitat Assessment Boghall Burn – Reaston Burn – March Burn – 

Riding Mill Burn 

Photo DSCN6367. Within the golf course, the Boghall Burn and its tributaries are very ornamental, 

provides low habitat quality and is poorly accessible to fish. 

 

Photo DSCN6368. In many areas the channels are little more than ditches. 
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Photo DSCN6369. Recent dredging of the burns and tributaries/feeder ditches has liberated large 

volumes of fine sediment and will continue to do so in wet conditions/higher flows. 

 

Photo DSCN6371. Ornamental ponds within the golf course provide some sediment retention (note 

delta of silt extending from the inflow) but observation of the bed d/s reveals that large volumes 

are still passing through, probably at higher flows.  
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Photo DSCN6375. There is no buffer in some areas and the channel is heavily straightened and 

incised. 

Photo DSCN6376. The channel widens towards the d/s end of the golf course, facilitating growth of 

thick biofilms. These trap fine sediment, highlighting the issue of a high level of enrichment and 

sediment. The growth could be a cumulative impact from fertilizer on golf course but increased 

between NY 98817 56256 and NY 98945 56280, possibly indicating a sceptic tank discharge. 
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Photo DSCN6377. At the d/s extent of the golf course an impassable barrier prevents fish access.  

 

Photo DSCN6384. Immediately d/s of the weir, inspection of the bed revealed the then notable 

enrichment issue manifested as a deep sludge-like biofilm across the bed. Gammarus and caseless 

caddis were observed in the vicinity.  
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Photo DSCN6397. Fine sediment input remains an issue in the first field d/s of the golf course 

through livestock access and bank trampling/poaching. 

 

Photo DSCN3699. The bed of Boghall Burn at NY 99209 56406. Note the incredibly high loading of 

fine sediment smothering the bed in what would otherwise be good invertebrate and potential 

salmonid spawning habitat. 
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Photo DSCN6400. A field drain discharging clear water to the burn at the time of the visit may pose 

an additional sediment input at higher flows; however, in an area already suffering high levels of 

fine sediment input it is hard to ascertain whether accumulations on the bed are simply from the 

main channel u/s (probably are).

Photo DSCN6402. A track crossing immediately u/s of a steeper-sided wooded section creates a 

further input of fine sediment. 
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Photo DSCN6404. Riparian habitat within the wooded area improves but fine sediment remains a 

major issue.  

Photo DSCN6406. The burn form improves somewhat d/s, but livestock access still denudes riparian 

vegetation with hotspot areas of poaching. 
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Photo DSCN6407. Hotspot areas of livestock poaching around an area of wet ground (spring or field 

drain). 

Photo DSCN6411. A ford at NY 98812 56672, currently being utilised by machinery during building 

work poses another sediment input but appears to only be a short-term issue. Further inspection 

may be beneficial at a later date, post-completion of the works, to ensure that no alterations have 

been made to the crossing that could inhibit fish passage. 



11 

Photo DSCN6414. Access to the Gardens u/s or d/s of Burnside Bridge was not possible but the 

channel appeared to be free from manmade barriers. The bridge poses no fish passage issues.  

 

Photo DSCN6415. Direct drainage from the bridge to the burn is likely to pose problems with further 

fine sediment input, and salt following road gritting. Both could be harmful to invertebrate 

populations.
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Photo DSCN6417. Access to Boghall Burn d/s was gained via Smelting Sike, which is bordered by 

coniferous forestry on its RB and subject to fine sediment issues, likely in part due to drainage 

within the forestry. Absence of a deciduous buffer along most of the sike reduces habitat quality. 

Photo DSCN6430. The remainder of the Boghall Burn, d/s to the Reaston Burn, is dominated by 

bedrock and while the banks are reasonably well vegetated and stable, the fine sediment from u/s 

smothers much of the bed.  



13 

Photo DSCN6431. A bedrock outcrop at NY 98957 57148, just u/s from the confluence with Reaston 

Burn limits fish passage to all but larger fish in high flows.  

Photo DSCN6434. A short distance d/s the Boghall Burn is subsumed by the Reaston Burn, which is 

in turn joined by the Healey Burn further d/s, becoming the March Burn. From the Boghall Burn, 

right down Riding Hills Farm (c. 3.5km), Reaston Burn flows within a steep-sided gorge.
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Photo DSCN6440. A large amount of natural woody material is entering the burn within the wooded 

gorge, which is facilitating valuable coarse sediment retention. Note how the flow dissipation 

provided by the fallen trunks has assisted the creation of a gravel bar (foreground).

 
Photo DSCN6444. Some of the debris forms dams, which are likely to restrict fish passage; however, 

they are natural and should be left to adjust over time. The benefits those structures provide 

through sediment retention will greatly benefit habitat within a largely bedrock area. 
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Photo DSCN6446. Healey Mill Weir (NY 99459 58093) poses a major impact on the system, only 

even remotely passable in very high flows. Such structures are often retained for heritage value, 

with no regard to the significant ecological impact. Although some attempts have been made to 

reinstate the mill infrastructure, the water feed to the mill is now in a state of disrepair.

Photo DSCN6451. Unlike much smaller natural barriers on the system, this structure is a permanent 

issue that degrades habitat u/s through its impoundment, also interrupting d/s sediment transport. 

Any purportedly green energy/hydropower that could be created from it is not ‘green’ if habitat is 

destroyed in the process. 
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Photo DSCN6459. The access track ford just d/s of Healey Mill creates a wide channel but, owing to 

the predominantly bedrock nature of the bed there anyway, is less of divergence from the natural 

habitat than most fords and is therefore of minimal detriment to fish passage. 

Photo DSCN6463. The channel d/s of Healey Mill remains rugged, with numerous bedrock steps and 

chutes. The larger pools provide adult and older juvenile trout habitat and allow the retention of 

some coarse substrate (potential salmonid spawning substrate) towards their tail.
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Photo DSCN6472. Where the gorge widens and the gradient reduces, more of the coarser, mobile 

substrate load is retained, diversifying habitat for fish and invertebrates. The Esperley Sike/Black 

Burn tributary (right of shot) has much the same fine sediment issues. At least part of the issue was 

observed to be arable runoff originating on Esperley Sike at NY 98794 58525. 

Photo DSCN6473. The cumulative impacts upon March Burn is clear – such an extent of fine 

sediment deposition across the bed would not be expected naturally on a high energy watercourse.  
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Photo DSCN6477. Some relatively WQ sensitive ephemerids were, however, observed. 

Photo DSCN6484. For c. 1km, between NY 99594 60123 and NY 99690 60925, the valley opens out 

somewhat and the gradient decreases (despite suspected channel realignment), changing the 

character of the burn and allowing some retention of gravel and smaller cobble substrate. Over the 

1km section, land adjacent to the burn is utilised for grazing but is well buffer fenced. 
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Photo DSCN6488. The pipe bridge at NY 99528 60705 creates a major fish passage and sediment 

transport issue, with all low-medium flows, substrate and fish having to travel through the narrow 

pipe. Once the pipe is supercharged, passage will be further inhibited, requiring fish to pass over 

the top of the ford. 

Photo DSCN6485. A retrofitted screen on the u/s pipe crossing further inhibits fish passage, 

constituting an offence under the Salmon and Freshwater Fisheries Act 1975. In the short-term, this 

should be removed; long-term, the crossing should be replaced with a clear-span structure.
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Photo DSCN6495. The valley narrows again slightly d/s, but remains of a generally lower gradient, 

capable of retaining areas of gravel and smaller cobble. The quality of this habitat, being associated 

with slower flows and increased fine sediment deposition is greatly compromised. 

Photo DSCN6498. At NZ 00242 61022 a very small watercourse provides another fine sediment 

input.  
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Photo DSCN6501. An old ford and bridge footings at NZ 00401 61017 creates an unnatural channel 

but are only a minor impact upon fish passage.  

Photo DSCN6510. Progressing d/s to the outskirts of Riding Mill Village, the burn remains of a lower 

gradient and, correspondingly, more pool habitat becomes available, along with potential (if  

somewhat compromised by fine sediment) spawning substrate.  
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Photo DSCN6511. Attempts have been made to address a slumping bank with some tree laying and 

brash spiling (seemingly using predominantly dead material, and a log toe). This area would have 

been better protected by installing live willow brash to create a diffuse mattress along the bank that 

grow (important to keep in contact with water and/ or soil). Willow planting would also help.3

Photo DSCN6514. At NZ 01378 61317, Riding Mill Weir poses an issue for fish and sediment 

movement. A rock ramp-type easement has been installed but the height differential between pools 

is greater than best practice, providing only a reduction to the overall obstruction. The structure has 

also suffered flood damage. Ideally structures like the weir should be removed or allowed to 

disintegrate, to remove the impact from the catchment and allow it to naturalise.
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Photo DSCN6520. General habitat through the village (u/s of the main road) remains good, 

although denuding of low cover resulting from flood risk management work reduces its quality.   

Photo DSCN6524. None of the bridges/road crossings in the village cause any issue for fish passage 

or sediment transport, allowing that the over-capacity nature of some structures does increase 

deposition in those areas (as above).  
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Photo DSCN6531. The lower gradient and broader valley bottom around the village and d/s to the 

Tyne allows a far greater volume of potential salmonid spawning substrate to be retained than in 

most other areas and is therefore likely to provide a large proportion of the total salmon spawning. 

Photo DSCN6534. With the reduced gradient and increased coarse sediment deposition also comes 

increased fine sediment deposition and the spawning potential of the river is therefore greatly 

degraded. 
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Photo DSCN6532. Himalayan balsam (Impatiens glandulifera) was noted d/s of the village but not 

u/s. However, this is only a casual observation - a detailed vegetation survey was not undertaken.  

Photo DSCN6533. Japanese knotweed (Fallopia japonica) was also noted d/s of Riding Mill Village, 

d/s of the railway line. The railway line could provide the source for knotweed and balsam. 
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Although the sediment issues observed are cumulative and are occurring 

throughout the catchment, major inputs in the upper end compromise the 

entire watercourse. Furthermore, the potential for spawning in the upper 

river is also compromised by two major manmade barriers (the ford, Healey 

Mill Weir) and the improved but remaining barrier of Riding Mill Weir.  

The fine sediment issues in the upper catchment will be of particular 

detriment to the resident and migratory trout which require the smaller 

gravel spawning substrate than salmon that would naturally be afforded in 

the headwaters and tributaries. These lower flow areas are also likely to be 

more affected by fine sediment. The barriers on the system also greatly 

impede any juvenile fish produced in the lower river from dispersing u/s 

though the catchment to utilise the potential habitat. This is particularly 

pertinent in the case of salmon, for which most of the observed spawning 

habitat was in the lower, Riding Mill Burn section. The additional impact of 

manmade barriers to free fish movement, on top of what is a naturally 

rugged and challenging catchment to ascend, with limited spawning areas 

and a high probability of discrete resident fish populations, is likely to be 

significant. Coupled with the fine sediment issues, it is not surprising that 

there are recruitment issues and low fish densities in areas of the 

watercourse.  

 

3.0 Recommendations (from the u/s to d/s extent of watercourse) 

Issue Proposed action Photos Priority  

(1-3) 

Fine sediment input 

from ditch dredging, 

right from the golf 

course, and d/s 

throughout the 

catchment. 

Raise awareness within the EA of this 

ubiquitous land management issue 

that is being greatly exacerbated by 

inappropriate work in recent wet 

periods and is likely to increase due 

to de-regulation of dredging and 

future de-maining. Discussions could 

also be entered into with the golf 

course (and farming community) to 

limit this activity to a minimum and 

undertake the works to avoid 

salmonid spawning time (and the 

months leading up to it) as should be 

the requirement by law under SAFFA 

1975, aside from other potential 

offences under the Environmental 

DSCN6369 

 
1 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1975/51
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1975/51
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukdsi/2010/9780111491423/contents
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Permitting Regulations 2010 and 

Water Resources Act 1991. Making 

the culprits aware that the 

cumulative effect of such channel 

maintenance work across a 

catchment is significant and, when 

undertaken right from the 

headwaters, can compromise the 

ecology of an entire watercourse.  

Excess nutrient 

input around the 

golf course. 

Investigate suspected point-source 

pollution between NY 98817 56256 

and NY 98945 56280 (possible 

sceptic tank discharge). DSCN6376 

& 

DSCN6384 

1 

Seek a greater stand-off from 

watercourses for fertiliser use/ 

increase buffer (un-mown) along the 

watercourses. 

2 

Bank erosion 

through trampling 

and poaching. 

Exclude livestock with buffer fencing 

between the d/s limit of the golf 

course and Bridge NY 99152 56319 - 

NY 98985 56629 

The 1st field d/s of the golf course is 

the priority area.  

DSCN6397 

& 

DSCN6399 

1 

Barrier to Fish 

passage at Healey 

Mill Weir (NY 99459 

58093) – 

disconnects the 

upper from middle 

catchment areas. 

Seek agreement to remove partially 

or fully. The mill infrastructure is 

disused and in a poor state of repair, 

despite a reasonably recent 

renovation. This would be a difficult 

sell to the owners but is a massive 

priority for habitat on the catchment. 

Such action should not be avoided 

simply because it will be difficult. The 

project would likely require lengthy 

discussion of the extent of the far 

reaching consequences of this 

structure. An easement or fish pass 

would be a far less desirable 

outcome. 

DSCN6446 

& 

DSCN6451 

1 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukdsi/2010/9780111491423/contents
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/29
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Fine sediment input 

from the Esperley 

Sike. 

Assess the catchment of the Sike, 

particularly around arable runoff 

issue at NY 98794 58525. 

DSCN6472 2 

Very poor fish 

passage/impassable 

at most flows 

(+SAFFA offence 

through increased 

obstruction). 

Remove wire grid on u/s side ASAP.  

DSCN6488 

& 

DSCN6485 

1 

Replace structure (NY 99528 60705), 

ideally with a clear-span 

bridge/sunken culvert. If present, 

bedrock may dictate the potential 

outcome. 

Riding Mill Weir   

structure (NZ 01378 

61317) remains an 

obstruction for fish 

passage with the 

steps between pools 

being greater than 

best practice. Flood 

damage has also 

worsened the issue. 

Ideally the weir structure should be 

removed but fish passage could be 

improved by repairing the easement 

and by reducing the height 

differential between the pools, 

particularly at the d/s entrance and 

u/s end. Easements are a poor 

second to weir removal, being 

nowhere near as passable and failing 

to address long-term fish passage, 

sediment transport and maintenance 

issues. 

DSCN6514 2 

Japanese knotweed 

and Himalayan 

balsam observed 

d/s of Riding Mill 

Village. 

Identify u/s extent of the infestation 

and treat with herbicide (knotweed) 

and by pulling (balsam). 

DSCN6532 

& 

DSCN6533 

2 

 

 

4.0 Further assistance 

The Tyne Tributaries Walkovers were initiated to identify the range and 

location of issues impacting upon selected underperforming watercourses 

within the River Tyne catchment. The accompanying reports highlight 

potential solutions to the issues encountered and provide the supporting 

evidence for future projects and funding bids.  

Further to the walkover reports, the WTT can undertake specific Project 

Proposals for the more complex issues highlighted, detailing exactly what 

is required and how the work can be undertaken. Project Proposals then 

often form the supporting documentation for any EPR applications and 

consents that may be required. 
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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/index 

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 stocks 

and managing invasive species.  

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

http://www.wildtrout.org/product/rivers-working-wild-trout-dvd-0 or by 

calling the WTT office on 02392 570985. 
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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. 

http://www.wildtrout.org/content/index
http://www.wildtrout.org/product/rivers-working-wild-trout-dvd-0

