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Key findings 

 

 The main issue on this waterbody is fine sediment input from a range 

of sources, including field drainage (and dredging), livestock grazing 

and poaching and other associated erosion. The fine sediment input 

leads to increased deposition on the bed and creates a major impact 

on the quality of substrate habitat in many areas.  

 Straightening and dredging are also major impacts on the form and 

function of the burn, and the latter is almost certainly resorted to in 

some areas because of the fine sediment inputs, thereby creating a 

negative feedback loop.  

 In addition to the issues of fine sediment deposition and bed 

smothering, the microscopic particulates of the clays and clay-based 

soils in many areas of the catchment create another problem. The 

smallest of these particles are very slow to settle out of suspension 

and once mobilised, they can impact upon water clarity for a long 

distance/time, being continually resuspended by agitation of the 

water (riffles, areas of higher flow velocity etc.).  

 High turbidity is a recognised issue throughout the River Blyth 

catchment and one that is often blamed on signal crayfish. Crayfish 

may increase fine sediment input in areas where they actively 

burrow and mass bank instability occurs, but the major turbidity 

issues associated with crayfish generally arise through 

remobilisation rather than increased input of sediment. It is 

therefore strongly recommended that the blatant fine sediment 

inputs highlighted throughout the catchment (including areas well 

upstream of any notable signal crayfish habitat or known 

populations) are addressed as the likely primary source of the 

turbidity.  

 An isolated stand of Japanese knotweed was also identified which 

should be possible to eradicate if it is treated before it has chance to 

spread.  
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1.0 Introduction 

This report is the output of a walkover on the Med Burn, which is a tributary 

of the River Pont and, ultimately, the River Blyth, Northumberland. The visit 

was undertaken in on the 19th December 2017, on behalf of Northumberland 

Rivers Trust and Environment Agency, to provide a habitat assessment and 

identify issues on what is already identified as an underperforming 

waterbody.     

Normal convention is applied throughout this report with respect to bank 

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

while looking downstream. The Ordnance Survey National Grid Reference 

system is used to identify specific locations and references to upstream and 

downstream are often abbreviated to u/s and d/s for convenience.  

 

2.0 Catchment/Site Overview 

Under the Water Framework Directive, the ‘Med Burn from source to Pont’ 

waterbody is not a ‘Heavily Modified Waterbody’ and has already been 

assessed as ‘Bad’ ecological status; being bad for ‘Fish’ and moderate for 

‘Phosphate’. These failures led to the waterbody being identified for further 

investigation. The waterbody was walked, from NZ 09436 68516 (near 

Whitchester Farm), d/s, to its confluence with the River Pont.  

 

http://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/WaterBody/GB103022076830 

 

http://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/WaterBody/GB103022076830
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3.0 Habitat Assessment  

 
Photo DSCN5125. At the furthest u/s location visited, the burn is little more than a drain, 

but is still overcapacity, with a silty bed. The perched culvert in the foreground would be 

an obstacle to fish but it is unlikely they would venture this far u/s into degraded habitat. 

 
Photo DSCN5146. The channel has been dredged further overcapacity a short distance 

d/s, possibly the result of misguided attempts to counteract another perched pipe culvert 

at NZ 08937 68378. Note how the channel is wide and choked with submerged, Stillwater 

vegetation, already being under the influence of the culvert which backs up the flow.  
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Photo DSCN5142. Upstream of the offending, perched culvert, with the step at d/s end 

(inset). Note how the water is impounded by the structure. 

 

 

 
Photo DSCN5139. The impact of further, recent channel dredging work d/s of the culvert. 

There is a corresponding, clearly visible increase of finer sediment in areas of the bed as a 

result of the dredging. The fine sediment liberated by this kind of activity is a blatant 

pollution incident but sadly something that has been permitted to occur for many years.   
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Photo DSCN5134. At NZ 09024 68775 a small but impassable board weir impounds the 

burn, presumably to divert water through a similarly impassable duck-flighting pond on 

the RB side. It also appears to be increasing waterlogging of the field on the LB. 

 

 
Photo DSCN5137. The fields on the LB d/s of the weir already have a tendency to become 

waterlogged, owing to low points in the field that may be remnants of parts of the more 

naturally sinuous paleo-channel.  
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Photo DSCN4874. At NZ 09158 68864, the Med Burn joins a tributary of similar size (see 

p.27). Downstream of the confluence, the Med Burn remains over capacity with an 

unnatural silt bed. In this wider, deeper channel the reduced flow energy really highlight 

the impact of dredging and associated major fine sediment input u/s. 

 
Photo DSCN4878. The field d/s of the confluence is buffer-fenced but the fence is in a 

decrepit state and the dredged straightened, embanked channel provides very poor habitat 

that is incapable of supporting salmonids. Land at either side offers potential for wetland 

creation or, ideally, river restoration (NZ 08647 68980 - NZ 09416 69201).  



7 

 
Photo DSCN4883. At NZ 09416 69201, an old pipe crossing poses a minor obstruction 

but it is sunken and probably passable, and is not restricting access to habitat of much 

value for fish currently.  

 
Photo DSCN4884. Around the sewage treatment works (NZ 09276 69257), the channel 

is uniform and significantly over-capacity, with little flow diversity or in-channel structure. 

The watercourse is, however, protected by a woodland on the LB and buffer fence on the 

RB. 
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Photo DSCN4885. The sewage outfall at NZ 09438 69306 appeared to be of a reasonable 

quality (inspected from the opposite bank) with no obvious signs of sewage fungus. 

However, the burn’s general water quality and turbidity/fine sediment is an issue. 

 
Photo DSCN4897. Between NZ 09591 69525 - NZ 09686 69522, the burn appears to 

have been diverted and now flows through a pond and out over a very poorly passable 

weir. A completely dry, relict channel flanks the pond, presumably the burn’s previous 

course. It is doubtful that this work was consented. The pond settles some of the turbidity 

from the water, which is visibly clearer d/s, but this does not mitigate its impact. 
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Photo DSCN4902. The improved water clarity continues for a few hundred metres d/s, 

where some improved, coarser substrate features are also evident.  

 

 

 
Photo DSCN4906. A tributary/drain discharging to the burn at NZ 09868 69663 again 

supplies additional fine sediment, as evident by the plume of discoloured water.  
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Photo DSCN4908. With a lesser impact of dredging or impoundment, there are higher 

habitat quality areas, with some potentially capable of supporting salmonids, particularly 

where areas are enhanced with natural in-channel structures.  

 

 

 
Photo DSCN4913. At NZ 09870 69783, a ford that appears to be used for forestry 

operations creates a potential fine sediment input.  
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Photo DSCN4915. At NZ 09877 69804, another field drain discharges yet more turbid 

water. The clay-based soils in much of the Blyth catchment do create a propensity for fine 

sediment and turbidity issues, greatly exacerbating those arising from dredging, erosion 

and runoff. 

 
Photo DSCN4917. The slightly more natural, but straightened, channel through the wood 

provides some higher quality juvenile salmonid and invertebrate habitat but the turbidity 

here (<500m d/s of the pond) already seriously limits visibility within the burn. 
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Photo DSCN4920. The impact of fine sediment inputs upstream remains a limiting factor 

and can be seen coating even coarse substrate in reasonably fast flowing areas.  

 

 

 
Photo DSCN4921. The clear-span road bridge (NZ 09976 69876) towards the d/s end of 

the wood poses no issues. 
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Photo DSCN4928. For a short section d/s of the bridge, the channel is developing some 

pool and riffle features but still appears to have been straightened and dredged historically. 

Weir structures facing d/s create an unwanted impoundment u/s but the flow deflection 

created has helped to develop the channel d/s through lateral erosion and widening. 

 
Photo DSCN4934. With the improved flow diversity and habitat quality mayflies and 

caddis were observed in reasonable abundance. It should be noted that while the less 

dredged channel and improved geomorphology is better capable of transporting fine 

sediment, the historical dredging and realignment remains a major impact. 



14 

 
Photo DSCN4945. Much of the land use d/s of the road is arable, with a reasonably-sized 

buffer provided in many areas, but the legacy of more extensive dredging, bed-lowering 

and narrowing in many areas remains an issue. Some areas of the buffer could be wide 

enough for channel restoration (NZ 09976 69876 - NZ 10675 70164). 

 
Photo DSCN4948. The straightened, uniform channel and low flow diversity means that 

beneficial gravels are scoured away in high flows, leaving only coarse cobbles that are then 

smothered by fine sediment in lower flows.  
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Photo DSCN4956. Although straightened, a wider, less severely dredged section (NZ 

10675 70164 - NZ 11063 70275) provides an example of how aspects of this burn’s natural 

pool and riffle sequence may have once looked. Buffer fencing here would be beneficial. 

 

 
Photo DSCN4959. With less of the natural substrate removed and a wider channel, more 

capable of retaining gravels, the quality of the bed improves notably and on the first real 

gravel bar a large salmonid redd was observed. The redd appeared fresh and was probably 

cut within the previous few weeks (December 2017). 
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Photo DSCN4973. A very short section of rough pasture extends d/s of the next road 

bridge (NZ 11074 70271 - NZ 11148 70308). Although this section is possibly too small to 

be worth restoring in isolation, incorporating it with restoration through the more 

intensively grazed fields d/s (DSCN4980) would create a very worthwhile project.  

 
Photo DSCN4980. Intensively grazed fields with consequently increased erosion issues. 

Buffer fencing is required but restoration including fencing and tree planting would be ideal 

(NZ 11148 70308 - NZ 11315 70206). This section could be restored alone or with the 

section u/s. 
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Photo DSCN4982. Notable areas of erosion are occurring within the field which could be 

prevented by fencing (NZ 11250 70258).  

 

 
Photo DSCN4984. What could be improved substrate for invertebrates in these lesser 

dredged sections is greatly degraded by fine sediment.  
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Photo DSCN4988. Rough ground/buffer strip between NZ 11315 70206 - NZ 11475 

70202 could offer more opportunity for restoration, or in-channel improvements within the 

straightened channel. In this section, another angled weir/flow deflector was observed. 

 
Photo DSCN4994. Grazing becomes a problem in the field d/s, where the exposed field 

drain pipe offers a suggestion of how far the channel (such pipes would ordinarily extend 

little further than the bank). The channel was probably originally dredged narrow and deep, 

and has subsequently eroded laterally to more natural proportions. The LB here has clearly 

slumped into the channel. 
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Photo DSCN4997. This area (NZ 1147570202 - NZ 11767 70254) offers further 

restoration opportunities. The paleo-channel is still clearly visible in the adjacent field (red 

ellipse).  

 

 
Photo DSCN5002. A gravel ford at NZ 11769 70254 drowns out the culvert u/s, but the 

step at the ford creates a small obstruction through shallow water and a step d/s. The 

mobile nature of the small gravel used means that it is unlikely to remain in place long-

term. Ironically, it may provide much-needed salmonid spawning substrate to the system.  
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Photo DSCN5004. The valley becomes much more enclosed d/s of the ford and while the 

channel has clearly still been straightened and the land use would be ideal for a river 

restoration; however, the improvements achievable within such a confined area are likely 

to be minimal. Left alone, natural development of the channel will occur over time.  

 

 
Photo DSCN5009. A pipe culvert at NZ 12048 70253 creates a small obstruction and 

blockage/barrier risk, but appeared passable.  
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Photo DSCN5010. Just up the slope from the ford, the only Japanese knotweed on the 

visit was observed (NZ 12060 70265). This stand is clearly visible on aerial photography 

by its vivid green colouration when in leaf.  

 

 

 
Photo DSCN5012. Another, more appropriately installed, oversized, sunken culvert a 

short distance d/s poses no issues (NZ 12150 70241).  
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Photo DSCN5015. There is a healthy buffer d/s of the ford and the overgrown channel is 

recovering through the natural input of woody material.  

 

 

 
Photo DSCN5019. The woody material has led to the greater retention of gravels but the 

impact from fine sediment u/s it too great for high quality (or possibly even useable) 

salmonid spawning gravels.  
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Photo DSCN5025. Towards the end of the well-buffered section (NZ 12048 70253), a 

further pipe crossing of the poorer, multi-pipe design was observed, which was passable 

at the time of the walkover.  

 

 
Photo DSCN5026. Grazing resumes from NZ 12583 70435 – NZ 12863 70705 (two 

fields). The channel within the first field is relatively natural, if a bit incised. 
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Photo DSCN5033. Within the second, more heavily grazed field, the burn is straighter 

(within a narrower valley section) and suffering more serious erosion issues.  

 

 

  
Photo DSCN. At Med Burn village, the burn flows through a garden, where mowing limits 

the availability of bankside cover; however, this short, impacted section is insignificant on 

a catchment scale, particularly one as degraded as this.  
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Photo DSCN5039. A good sized buffer is present d/s of the garden and the channel is 

beginning to naturally adjust within it, as evident by the bank erosion/slumping. Although 

this constitutes further fine sediment input, the detriment is somewhat offset by the 

channel re-naturalisation.  

 

 

 
Photo DSCN5043. A ford (NZ 13178 71093), and connected track, create a further source 

of fine sediment input to the watercourse.  
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Photo DSCN405. Towards the confluence with the River Pont the channel is less dredged 

and of more natural dimensions. Correspondingly, the flow diversity improves and a more 

natural range of substrate is retained. Correspondingly, four further redds were observed 

within this short section (all within 50m). Concrete bank armouring (NZ 13151 71274 – 

red ellipse) should, ideally, be removed. 

 
Photo DSCN5047. Large salmonid redd (red ellipse). The high fine sediment loading will 

greatly impact upon the survival rate of any eggs laid within. Note how the small depression 

u/s (blue circle) created in the cutting of the redd has already filled with fine sediment. 



27 

3.1 Tributary of Med Burn originating near Albermarle 

Barracks. 

 
Photo DSCN4838. The start of Med Burn tributary that originates near Albermarle 

Barracks emerges from a field drain draining a depression in the adjacent field.  

 
DSCN4842. An outfall at NZ 08571 68996, contributes water with a strong sewage odour, 

which should be investigated further. The outfall was obscured under a thicket of briars 

but appeared to be discharging from the Albermarle Barracks direction. 
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Photo DSCN4855. Inspection of the tributary’s bed d/s of the discharge revealed only 

snails in habitat that what would be expected to support reasonable numbers of water 

quality sensitive species (caddis and mayflies).  

 

 
Photo DSCN4857. Within a few hundred metres, the in-channel habitat begins to develop 

and provides some reasonable quality substrate for invertebrates, accepting the limitations 

of a straightened channel. However, the suspected water quality issues would greatly limit 

the habitat potential of the tributary.  
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Photo DSCN4861. At NZ 08938 68916, a field drain discharges and represents a likely 

fine sediment source (even in the dry conditions, there appeared to be discolouration of 

the water).  

 

 
Photo DSCN4859. At NZ 08647 68980 a crossing point creates a barrier, with the track 

also contributing fine sediment to the watercourse. The issue of the barrier here is limited 

by the small catchment area u/s and poor habitat quality there for fish. 
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Photo DSCN4865. The gradient of the tributary reduces in the straight, more extensively 

dredged section immediately u/s of the Med Burn confluence. Some coarser gravels remain 

visible, although the impact of channel modification and fine sediment input is becoming 

evident.  

 
Photo DSCN4868. A track crossing at NZ 08647 68980 creates a more obvious fine 

sediment source and contributes to the already notable fine sediment issues on the Med 

Burn which it joins just d/s of the bridge.



4.0 Recommendations/summary 

4.1 Fencing and land management 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Issue/opportunity 
Photo  

(If 

required) 

Priority 

(1-3) 
Location Proposed action 

Buffer fence nearing the 

end of its lifespan. 

DSCN4878

 

3 

NZ 08647 68980 

– 

NZ 09416 69201 

Replace/install buffer fencing. This is a low 

priority and should not be undertaken until river 

restoration options have been investigated. 

Erosion and generally 

reduced habitat quality 

resulting from livestock 

access. 

DSCN4956

 

3 NZ 10675 70164 Install buffer fencing. 

DSCN4982

 

1 NZ 11250 70258 Install buffer fencing. 

DSCN5033

 

2 
NZ 12583 70435 

- 

NZ 12863 70705 

Two fields requiring buffer fencing. The furthest 

d/s of the two is suffering the worst and is the 

priority. 
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4.2 Obstructions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Issue/opportunity 
Photo  

(If 

required) 

Priority 

(1-3) 
Location Proposed action 

Pipe Bridge constriction 

and potential blockage 

risk. 

DSCN4883

 

2 NZ 09416 69201 

This structure should, ideally, be replaced with 

a clear span or single, sunken structure but 

there is little point without habitat 

improvements u/s. 

Diversion and 

impoundment of the burn 

to create a pond. 

DSCN4897

 

2 NZ 09686 69522 

Investigate the legality of the diversion and 

impoundment. As the work appears relatively 

recent, if there is no impoundment licence it is 

likely to be unconsented work.  

Pipe Culvert and ford 

DSCN5002

 

3 NZ 11769 70254 
Lower gravel ford and end to ensure that 

culvert does not become perched.  

Pipe culvert 

DSCN5009

 

3 NZ 11769 70254 

Replace with clear-span or single large, sunken 

structure (as in DSCN5012). Low priority as 

appears to be functioning currently. 

Pipe culvert 

DSCN5025

 

3 NZ 12048 70253 

Replace with clear-span or single large, sunken 

structure (as in DSCN5012). Low priority as 

appears to be functioning currently. 

Farm track and ford. 

DSCN5043

 

3 NZ 13178 71093 

Gutters to intercept surface runoff from the 

track which discharges to rough ground away 

from the river and installation of hard-standing 

at either side of the ford. 
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4.3 Point-source pollution issues (not addressed by fencing) 

Issue/opportunity 
Photo  

(If 

required) 

Priority 

(1-3) 
Location Proposed action 

Suspected sewage 

outfall, wrong 

connections. 

DSCN4842

 

1 NZ 08571 68996 
Undertake water quality investigation on the 

outfall and watercourse d/s. 

Field drain/ditch 

discharging turbid water. 

DSCN4861

 

3 NZ 08938 68916 

Investigate source of turbidity/fine sediment. 

This may simply be an unavoidable issue with 

field drains. 

Fine sediment entering 

the watercourse as a 

result of livestock and 

machinery. 

DSCN4868

 

2 NZ 08647 68980 Install hard standing around access point.  

High loading of fine 

sediment already in Med 

Burn by pond. 

DSCN4874 

 

1 NZ 09146 68825 

Investigate watercourse u/s to identify the 

sources of fine sediment input. Likely to be 

land use or recently cleared field ditches. 

Field drain/ditch 

discharging turbid water. 

DSCN4906

 

3 NZ 09868 69663 Investigate source of turbidity/fine sediment. 

Forestry ford. 

DSCN4913

 

3 NZ 09870 69783 

Investigate the use of the ford and whether it 

is likely to be an ongoing issue. If so, install 

hard standing on either bank.  
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4.4 Potential projects 

Issue/opportunity 
Photo  

(If 

required) 

Priority 

(1-3) 
Location Proposed action 

River restoration. 

DSCN4878

 

2 
NZ 08647 68980 

- 

NZ 09416 69201 

Numerous options for re-meandering the 

channel on either bank.  

River restoration. 

DSCN4945

 

2 
NZ 09976 69876  

- 

NZ 10675 70164 

The channel at this location could be re-

meandered. As a lighter approach, within 

areas of rough ground like this, more in-

channel structures could be installed to 

encourage channel development/movement.  

River restoration (ideally 

both sites together). 

DSCN4973

 

2 

NZ 11074 70271 

- 

NZ 11148 70308 

 

The short section in the u/s field could be re-

meandered but it is barely worth undertaking 

without undertaking similar in the field d/s. 

DSCN4980

 

2 
NZ 11148 70308 

- 

NZ 11315 70206 

Alone, or in-conjunction with the field u/s, the 

channel in this field would benefit from 

restoration. 

Field drain/ditch 

discharging turbid water. 

DSCN4915

 

3 NZ 09877 69804 Investigate source of turbidity/fine sediment.  
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River restoration. 

DSCN4988

 

2 
NZ 11315 70206 

 -  

NZ 1147570202 

The channel at this location could be re-

meandered. As a lighter approach, within an 

area of rough ground like this, more in-channel 

structures could be installed to encourage 

channel development/movement. 

River restoration. 

DSCN4997

 

2 
NZ 1147570202 

- 

NZ 11767 70254 

The channel at this location could be re-

meandered; in many areas, taking advantage 

of the remnant paleo-channel. 

Remove concrete bank 

armouring. 

DSCN5046 

 

3 NZ 13151 71274 

Ideally the concrete bank armouring should be 

removed but as this is only a short section the 

cost:benefit of the work make it a very low 

priority.   

 

 

4.5 Invasive non-native species 

 

Issue/opportunity 
Photo  

(If 

required) 

Priority 

(1-3) 
Location Proposed action 

Japanese knotweed 

DSCN5010

 

1 NZ 12060 70265 

This stand should be chemically treated by a 

herbicide trained professional ASAP to prevent 

its spread within the catchment.  



5.0 Making it Happen 

This type of walkover assessment is designed to identify the range and 

location of issues impacting upon selected underperforming watercourses. 

The accompanying reports highlight potential solutions to the issues 

encountered and provide the supporting evidence for future projects and 

funding bids.  

Further to this report and where required, 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 Environmental 

Permitting Regulations (EPR) applications and consents that may be 

required. 

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. 

 

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

