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1. Introduction 
This report is the output of a visit undertaken by Theo Pike of the Wild Trout Trust 

on approximately 0.8 km of the upper River Avon in Pewsey, Wiltshire. A walkover 

of this area was requested by the Pewsey Avon River Restoration (PARR) group. 

The visit was particularly focused on urbanised reaches of the river in and around 

Pewsey, assessing habitat for wild brown trout (Salmo trutta), minor fish species, 

and biodiversity in general.  

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

discussions with local members of PARR. Throughout the report, normal 

convention is followed with respect to bank identification i.e. banks are designated 

Left Bank (LB) or Right Bank (RB) whilst looking downstream.  

At the time of the walkovers, stream flows were judged to be at moderate spring 

levels: water clarity was reasonable, though carrying a little colour after overnight 

rain.  

 

Figure 1: A map showing the upper River Avon in Pewsey 
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2. Catchment overview 
Although it is commonly known as the Hampshire Avon (perhaps to differentiate 

it from the more westerly Wiltshire or Bath Avon), the sources of the river are 

actually in Wiltshire. Initially known as the Deane Water, the eastern arm rises 

near Easton Royal and flows west before meeting the Ford Brook as it turns south 

to flow through Pewsey: south of the town, the Hurly Lake stream joins from the 

east. The Woodborough Stream (which rises near Alton Priors) joins at North 

Newnton, and the river flows south through Upavon, Durrington, Amesbury and 

Salisbury, eventually meeting the Stour and reaching the sea at Christchurch. 

For the purposes of the Water Framework Directive (WFD: the scheme currently 

used to assess the Ecological Status or Ecological Potential of our surface 

waterbodies in Britain), the East Avon at Pewsey is assessed in combination with 

the Woodborough Stream, but separately from its own Deane Water headwaters, 

as per the data in the table below:  

River Avon 

Waterbody Name Hampshire Avon (East) and Woodborough Stream 

Waterbody ID GB108043022410 

Management Catchment Avon Hampshire 

River Basin District South West 

Current Ecological 
Quality Moderate (as at 2019) 

U/S Grid Ref inspected SU 16308 60482 

D/S Grid Ref inspected SU 16302 59631 

Length of river inspected  0.8 km approx 

Figure 2: Water Framework Directive (WFD) information for the upper Avon at Pewsey 

From its headwaters to Upavon, where it cuts through the chalk scarp, the upper 

Avon’s geology is primarily based on greensand – early Cretaceous-era rock 

containing glauconite, a form of iron-potassium silicate with very low resistance 

to weathering. As a result, greensand is weak, friable and vulnerable to erosion. 

Once eroded, it can accumulate in significant ‘aquatic dunes’ in depositional areas 

of streams and rivers, easily smothering gravels if not moved on by localised scour 

promoted by woody materials and other natural hydromorphological features. 

The small town of Pewsey is established just south of the confluence of the Deane 

Water and Ford Brook – a location where the benefit of their combined flows was 

maximised for milling purposes, and also capturing flows from an area of springs 

in what is now the Scotchel Nature Reserve. Today, the river’s course through the 

town still bears evidence of its past industrial history, with some areas like Whatley 

& Hosier’s water and agricultural engineering works only recently redeveloped for 

residential purposes. 
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Figure 3: SSSI and SAC designations of the upper Hampshire Avon (Source: Natural 

England) 

The Avon is widely recognised as one of the most important riverine habitats in 

the UK. It supports a diverse range of fish and invertebrates, and over 180 

different aquatic plant species. As such, much of the river has been designated as 

a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) and Special Area of Conservation (SAC). 

Strangely, as shown in Figure 3 above, these designations have not been applied to 

the headwaters: only the lower part of the Woodborough Stream is a SSSI, while 

the East Avon, including the Pewsey area, appears to have no designation at all. 

On the other hand, this lack of designation may actually make it more 

straightforward to plan and implement river improvements in and around Pewsey, 

from a consenting/permitting perspective.  

Under WFD, the East Avon is classified as ‘not designated artificial or heavily 

modified’. Such a classification for the wider area understates the actual levels of 

historic modification which are evident on much of the river’s course through 

Pewsey, where many typical pressures of urbanisation were evident during this 

AV. However, having avoided classification as a ‘Heavily Modified Water Body’ 

(HMWB) under WFD, the East Avon in Pewsey is subject to the target of ‘Good 

Ecological Status’ in spite of the clear urban pressures upon it: a more ambitious 

target than ‘Good Ecological Potential’ which is usual for urban HMWBs. 



6 
 

 

Figure 4: WFD data for the East Avon and Woodborough Stream: for full details see: 

https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/WaterBody/GB108043022410  

According to the EA’s ecological data, the East Avon and Woodborough Stream do 

not achieve ‘Good’ status because of phosphate pollution from agriculture and 

rural land management, pollution from waste water, and pollution from urban 

areas. It is encouraging to see that overall ‘Moderate’ classification for the river’s 

ecology includes a ‘High’ score for invertebrates, while macrophytes and 

phytobenthos have improved from ‘Poor’ in 2015 and 2016 to ‘Moderate’ in 2019 

(having previously been ‘Moderate’ in 2013 and 2014).  

Moving on to the EA’s chemical data, most chemical elements are classified either 

as ‘Good’ or ‘Does not require assessment’. The exception is priority hazardous 

substances: Polybrominated diphenyl ethers (PBDE) flame retardant, as well as  

mercury and its compounds. 

This is a situation which applies to a very high proportion of the UK’s rivers, 

following new standards applied to chemical assessments in the 2019 round of 

WFD classifications. Under the ‘one out, all out’ rule, the East Avon now fails the 

EA’s tests for chemical quality (whereas it passed them before). Since the newly-

measured chemicals are now considered to be chronically present in almost all of 

the UK’s fresh waters, it is not currently known how this situation can be improved.  

However, since the East Avon’s other chemical classifications are listed as ‘Good’ 

(although assessments for some chemicals such as cadmium, di(2-ethylhexyl) 

phthalate, nonylphenol and tributyltin compounds are currently missing from the 

data) this still implies considerable opportunities to enhance fish populations if 

water quality and habitat issues can be addressed. 

https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/WaterBody/GB108043022410
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Due to their need for clean, well-oxygenated water, structurally-varied habitat, 

and free movement between different types of habitat at different life stages, the 

UK’s native wild brown trout makes an ideal indicator species for healthy rivers.  

As such, a simple and effective assessment for overall river health can be based 

around the life cycle requirements of brown trout: these are described in detail 

in Appendix: Trout habitat, and applied throughout the habitat assessment that 

forms the next section of this report. 
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3. Habitat assessment 
For the purposes of this report, the stretches of the East Avon assessed will be 

described from the upstream to the downstream extent visited. 

At the upstream limit of this visit, around SU 16308 60482, the East Avon emerges 

from a culvert under a railway embankment and enters the Scotchel Nature 

Reserve.  

In this area, the river’s present course had probably already been formalised for 

agricultural and milling purposes by the time it was mapped by the Ordnance 

Survey in 1886 – showing that the landscape was dominated by fields, with one 

small woodland encompassing what is now the location of the modern viewing 

platform at SU 16366 60377. Since then, it is interesting to see that the former 

fields have reverted to wet woodland, interspersed with springs, and threaded 

with small channels which intersect with the main river.  

 

Figure 5: The East Avon in Scotchel Nature Reserve: rare and valuable wet woodland 

habitat, but the river would benefit from the presence of more Large Woody Material 

(LWM) 

In some areas of the main channel (as shown in Figure 5 above) greensand deposits 

have become colonised by water cress and water parsnip, forming short braids 

which promote a diversity of flow conditions – however, the sandy, erodible nature 

of the substrate means that these braids are likely to be short-lived, as well as 
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rare and slow to form because of a lack of large woody material (LWM) in the river 

and its immediate surroundings.  

LWM is a valuable component of the river ecosystem because it creates local 

variations in flow – deflecting, accelerating and slowing currents in different areas. 

In turn, this produces localised scour and deposition, creating a wide variety and 

density of habitat niches in comparatively small areas. As such, it provides both 

food and shelter for aquatic invertebrates, and valuable refuge habitat for fish. 

The East Avon is not unusual in lacking LWM: for a variety of reasons, most UK 

rivers are structurally starved of natural woody material, and this is further 

discussed in the Recommendations section of this report. 

 

Figure 6: A root plate which could be rolled into the channel and secured as beneficial LWM 

It is understood that tree works have recently taken place in the nature reserve, 

to reduce the risk of public injury associated with ash dieback disease. 

Unfortunately, most of the arisings seem to have been removed from the site, but 

some of the remaining timber (for example, the multi-trunked root plate shown in 

Figure 6 above) could easily be moved from the bank, and secured in the river 

channel to provide very beneficial complex structure – promoting natural 

processes of scour and longer-lasting deposition, and creating habitat for many 

species of insects and fish. Any future tree works could also generate further LWM 
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to add ‘roughness’ and diversity to the channel, as illustrated by this project on 

the Beverley Brook in south London: 

https://www.southeastriverstrust.org/delivery-to-the-beverley-brook-in-

richmond-park-phase-1/  

More ambitiously, the Scotchel nature reserve could also be considered for ‘Stage 

Zero’ restoration: using very large quantities of woody material to ‘force’ flows out 

of the present, formalised channel, and recreate the dynamic, braided wetland 

environment which probably characterised most of the East Avon’s pre-human 

history. 

 

Figure 7: Bare, eroding banks around the nature reserve’s viewing platform, where 

further erosion could be prevented by fencing out dogs and allowing the banks to be 

recolonised by plants  

At SU 16366 60377, as shown in Figure 7 above, the river flows around three sides 

of a viewing platform, providing an ideal opportunity for local people to sit and 

appreciate this stretch of the river (which may in fact represent one of the East 

Avon’s few remaining original meanders).  

At present, the RB around the platform is almost bare of vegetation – most likely 

resulting from trampling by trampling by people and dogs. As such, it is very 

susceptible to excessive erosion, and provides little aesthetic or ecological benefit 

for the nature reserve. Simply fencing dogs out of this area is likely to be the best 

https://www.southeastriverstrust.org/delivery-to-the-beverley-brook-in-richmond-park-phase-1/
https://www.southeastriverstrust.org/delivery-to-the-beverley-brook-in-richmond-park-phase-1/
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and easiest solution, perhaps with some supplementary planting of native wetland 

plants to encourage the re-establishment of a healthy and visually appealing 

riparian fringe.  Some species like pendulous sedge (already present on the south 

side of the viewing platform) can tolerate low light levels – however, to help a 

greater diversity of plants to flourish, it may be necessary to undertake additional 

selective tree thinning, allowing more light to penetrate to the river from a 

southerly aspect. As recommended above, arisings from these tree works could 

also be recycled by pinning into the river channel as beneficial LWM. 

It is recognised that some local people may still wish to let their dogs access the 

river. Constructing dedicated steps down to a gravel swimming area, fenced off 

from the rest of the bank, is a tried and tested way of focusing this activity and 

reducing its impacts, including siltation and trampling, on more sensitive 

stretches. Adjacent to this swimming area, a notice board could helpfully highlight 

the reasons for this action, and the dangers to aquatic life from pet flea 

treatments: 

https://www.wildtrout.org/news/pet-flea-treatments-in-our-rivers 

 

Figure 8: Garden waste dumped on the river bank: this should always be composted as 

far from the river as possible. NB also the lonerica bushes on the bank: invasive non-

native plants can often escape from gardens to cause problems in the wider environment 

https://www.wildtrout.org/news/pet-flea-treatments-in-our-rivers
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Approaching the downstream end of the nature reserve, the river flows along the 

ends of several residential gardens. Piles of garden waste were evident in some 

areas, and it would be useful to engage with residents along the whole river 

corridor to explain that disposal and/or composting of garden waste should always 

take place as far away from a waterway as possible. This is because grass clippings 

and other plant material are likely to leach high levels of nutrients into the stream 

as they decompose, potentially raising Biological Oxygen Demand (BOD) in the 

water which can result in the death of fish and invertebrates. Areas of unvegetated 

ground associated with compost piles can also create potential areas for increased 

erosion. Additionally, discarded garden waste can help damagingly invasive non-

native species to escape into the wider environment: indeed, non-native laurel 

and lonerica bushes were noted in this area, and removal of these is 

recommended. 

 

Figure 9: Looking downstream from Broomcroft Road, where the East Avon appears to 

have been dredged in the past: this has resulted in a straightened channel containing deep 

deposits of sand and silt. 

Downstream of Broomcroft Road, as shown in Figure 9 above, the East Avon enters 

an area where the former Whatley & Hosier’s factory has been redeveloped for 

residential purposes. The channel is incised and straightened, and looks likely to 

have been dredged at some point: PARR members suggest that it now holds a 

considerable depth of sand and silt, which limits habitat value for fish and insects 
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(although the banks are beneficially ‘shaggy’ with valuable cover from trailing 

vegetation).  

Further investigation is required, but bed raising may be one option for 

enhancement – perhaps building up the over-dredged section with biodegradable 

sacks of chalk, before top dressing with cobbles and gravel to create a more 

sinuous inset channel within the river’s current footprint, and installing LWM to 

create ongoing scour of fine sediment. Downstream of the footbridge at SU 16422 

60227, some of the trees on the LB could also be hinged and staked into the 

margins to provide valuable hydrological roughness and marginal cover. Such 

interventions could radically improve habitat for spawning, juvenile and even adult 

trout in this area. 

Along this section of the East Avon, it was noted that two culverts enter the river 

from the LB. PARR personnel have suggested that the first of these, between the 

Broomcroft Road bridge and the footbridge, may be redundant. The second, which 

is a few metres downstream of the footbridge, was emitting a continuous flow of 

clear water at the time of this visit, suggesting that a spring and small stream 

(similar to those in the Scotchel Nature Reserve) may have been piped-in across 

this residential area. Ongoing monitoring of both culverts is advised to ensure that 

no misconnections from bathrooms or kitchens are accidentally plumbed into this 

pipe from domestic properties – a persistent source of pollution in many urban 

rivers. Indications of misconnections may include unpleasant odours, visible soap 

suds, or even toilet waste in the worst instances. Associated enrichment will often 

show as increased green or brown algae, or in the worst cases grey sewage fungus 

(also in fact a type of algae). 

Alongside the residential area on the LB, the upper river bank between the 

footpath and the river has been very tightly mown. A more relaxed mowing 

regime, together with supplemental planting of native wildflower species, would 

help to ‘slow the flow’ of urban runoff into the river, reduce maintenance costs, 

and provide more visual amenity for local people. 
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Figure 10: Good low-level trailing cover provides habitat for fish of all life stages 

As the East Avon flows towards the Pewsey Heritage Centre, the river appears to 

have been channelised in a sweeping curve around the edge of the former milling 

area. Given sufficient structural features to add flow diversity, however, channels 

like this can still offer good trout habitat: in this case, abundant vegetation on 

both banks already provides excellent low, trailing cover. Additional ‘roughness’ 

and diversity could be added in the form of well-secured LWM. 

Through much of the town, safe access to gently sloping river banks is a rare 

opportunity for local people. If desired, one or two access points could be opened 

up on the LB by selective clearance of nettles and brambles, and perhaps 

installation of access steps (more formalised than the narrow version behind the 

Heritage Centre just downstream). This could provide an important area for local 

residents to interact more with the river, and engage in citizen science activities 

like riverfly monitoring. It is recognised, however, this could unintentionally create 

dog access issues as discussed above, and may need to be implemented in 

conjunction with fencing to reduce trampling, erosion and other disturbance. 
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Figure 11: Carpet-like geotextile bank reinforcement: this is currently stifling natural bank 

recovery (which may have been caused by over-zealous mowing) and should be removed 

as soon as possible 

Approaching the Heritage Centre, the historic channel modifications discussed 

above have provided the river with greater erosive power in some areas, and as 

the river exits its sweeping curve at SU 16453 60127, this force is now directed 

towards a short stretch of over-steepened LB (as shown in Figure 11 above). 

At present, this bank is covered with a thick layer of carpet-like geotextile, in 

which some nettles and other plants have found a foothold: however, the 

geotextile is already peeling away and is not thought to be stable in the long term.  

Simply removing the geotextile as soon as possible, scattering a grass / wildflower 

seed mix on the bank, and lightly strimming to stop nettles gaining ascendancy, 

is likely to be the best solution. If excessive erosion does occur, further measures 

could include buffering erosive flows with a soft toe of brash bundles along the 

lower edge of the bank, and packing more brushwood behind stakes to protect 

the higher face of the bank. Goat willow whips could also be planted among the 

brushwood: in time, the willow should take root and reinforce the whole bank with 

a strong and complex root matrix. 

Immediately behind the Heritage Centre, it was noticeable that much of the river 

bank was so tightly mown or strimmed as to leave significant areas of bare earth. 
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By suppressing strongly-rooted perennial plants, this is likely to be contributing to 

instability along this whole bank in the event of higher flows, as well as siltation 

in the river. A more relaxed mowing regime should be implemented as soon as 

possible, perhaps with supplemental planting of strongly-rooted native plant 

species as a practical and visual amenity (as discussed in Recommendations).  

 

Figure 12: Hardened banks upstream of the town centre bridge 

As the East Avon reaches the centre of Pewsey, its banks become fully vertical 

and hardened with brick and concrete. This provides very little habitat for most 

species, including trout, which benefit from the cover of low, trailing marginal 

vegetation at all stages of their life cycle.   

On the straightened, canal-like stretch between the former mill and the town 

bridge (as shown in Figure 12 above), it would be beneficial to add flow diversity by 

adding simple wooden flow deflectors, secured with chestnut stakes, and angled 

upstream so as to encourage the formation of a deeper, meandering low flow 

channel within the present hard walls. As natural hydromorphological processes 

return to this stretch, depositional areas are likely to form at the edges of the 

channel, where vegetation will become established to soften the hard walls (and 

could also be boosted with planting).  

In the longer term, it would be well worth investigating removal of the vertical 

eastern (LB) river wall altogether, creating an accessible sloping bank, or even 
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repurposing the adjacent car parking area as a Sustainable Drainage Area (SuDS) 

to ‘slow the flow’ of rainfall from surrounding hard surfaces into the river.   

 

Figure 13: Looking upstream towards the town centre bridge: the sharp turn of the channel 

has created a depositional area (on the left-hand side of this photo) which could be 

formalised with brushwood bundles and planting  

Downstream from the road bridge at SU 16483 60064, the East Avon turns sharply 

to the west, following the course of what was once the town’s ford, shown in Figure 

13 above. As befits its former use, most of the river bed in this area remains flat 

and generally over-wide, except on the inside of the sharp bend, where a 

depositional area has accumulated a bar of fine sandy sediment. This is 

understood to become partially vegetated in the summer months, before being 

trimmed to allow strings of lights to be suspended across the river for the Pewsey 

Carnival each September.  

Like the stretch of river just above the town bridge, this is an area which could be 

hugely improved for many species by adding hydrological diversity and softening 

its edges. In the depositional area on the inside of the bend, the existing sediment 

bar could be formalised with a toe of brush bundles, with the objective of creating 

a gently curving and sloping berm to provide a range of habitat areas, suitable for 

establishing a mosaic of colourful and visually appealing riparian plants. As 

discussed above, a deeper thalweg could also be formed by repositioning substrate 

from the main channel into the RB berm. 
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On the outside of the bend, scouring flows are likely to make this more challenging 

environment for a planting scheme: however, a succession of boulders, positioned 

at intervals along the wall, could add valuable diversity of flow, including pockets 

of slower water where stands of iris could be established. 

 

Figure 14: The overshaded channel near the supermarket car park 

As it leaves the ford area, the East Avon turns south again, and flows between 

private gardens on the RB, and a supermarket car park on the LB, where a tall 

hedge of non-native leylandii conifers overshades the river and reduces light levels 

to the extent that only ivy seems able to survive (as shown in Figure 14 above). If 

possible, this overshading should be addressed by engaging with the landowner, 

reducing or removing the conifers entirely, and replacing them with native trees 

such as goat willow. By contrast, the stretch of river immediately downstream has 

a much better balance of light and shade, and is well vegetated on both banks, as 

illustrated in Figure 15: 
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Figure 15: A better balance of light and shade produces luxuriant vegetation on both banks 
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Figure 16: A newly-regraded garden bank which should be stabilised with native plants 

Just upstream from the supermarket’s service access bridge, the bank of the 

garden on the RB appears to have been recently reprofiled.  

For stability, and to avoid undesirable erosion in future, it would be beneficial to 

re-vegetate the bank as soon as possible with deep-rooted native plants, perhaps 

with a toe of sedge and iris to provide hydrological roughness and dissipate 

scouring flows on this straightened stretch of river. If overshading from the LB is 

found to be restricting establishment of planting on the RB, selective tree thinning 

or height reduction may be desirable to allow more light into the river corridor. 
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Figure 17: Looking downstream from the supermarket access bridge: this section of river 

would benefit from being re-meandered within its current planform 

Downstream from the supermarket access bridge at SU 16505 59934, the East 

Avon once again becomes straightened, uniform and overwide. The LB has been 

formalised with brick to create a public footpath, while the RB is more naturalistic, 

with a healthy riparian fringe of sedges and water cress where light levels have 

allowed these to establish near the bridge. Further downstream, however, more 

intense overshading appears to have restricted this growth. 

Habitat quality in this stretch could be hugely improved for fish, birds and insects 

by improving the river’s sinuosity within its current planform – creating a 

meandering low flow channel flanked by brushwood and gravel berms. In addition 

to repositioning existing substrate, some reintroduction of gravel may be 

necessary, but it would also be worth investigating the subsurface composition of 

the bank of earth and possibly gravel beside the LB footpath: this may represent 

the results of previous channel dredging activities, and could be an ‘easy win’ for 

returning a variety of substrate to the river. 

In conjunction with these works, selective tree thinning could also be carried out 

– letting more light into the river channel, to allow more emergent vegetation 

including water crowfoot to become established, as well as providing valuable LWM 

to be added to the berms for additional hydrological roughness and localised scour. 
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This will help to prevent gravels from becoming smothered with fine sediment, 

and maintain spawning areas for trout and other fish.  

With appropriate landowner permission, these works could also be extended 

downstream between the private gardens towards the southern edge of the town. 

 

Figure 18: Good adult trout habitat: deep water and low, trailing cover just upstream from 

the A345 road bridge 

At the downstream limit of this Advisory Visit, as the East Avon leaves Pewsey for 

the open countryside, the river re-emerges from private gardens, and flows past 

a petrol station at SU 16302 59631. The channel is narrow, and appears to have 

been deeply dredged: at this point it may also be slightly impounded by the A345 

bridge footings. On the RB, there is plenty of beneficial low, trailing cover 

(although some of this is provided by non-native laurel bushes). 

This combination of deep water and low cover provides good habitat for large adult 

trout and other fish: it would be beneficial to replace the laurel with willow (as 

seen just upstream in Figure 18 above). No surface water flow pathways from the 

adjacent petrol station were noted, however a watching brief should be maintained 

for any potential runoff and pollution from this source. 
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4. Recommendations 
In order for the East Avon at Pewsey to achieve its full potential for biodiversity 

and good quality habitat, capable of supporting healthy, self-sustaining 

populations of fish including wild brown trout, the following actions are 

recommended: 

4.1. Large Woody Materials 
In general, it is considered that most UK rivers are structurally starved of natural 

woody materials. Together with historic channel simplification for agriculture, 

industry and urbanisation, this severely restricts their ability to create (or 

recreate) complex, dynamic hydromorphology and high-quality in-channel 

habitats.  

Adding (and retaining) large quantities of wood in river channels mimics biological 

processes including natural tree fall, as well as wood which might naturally be 

introduced by keystone species such as beavers.  

 

Figure 19: Healthy accumulations of LWM in naturally anastomosing river channels in 

North America (Photo credit: Joe Wheaton) 
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LWM promotes localised scour and deposition, helping to keep gravels clean for 

fish spawning activities: it can also help to ‘slow the flow’, promote infiltration to 

groundwater and prevent valuable water from rushing away to sea (thus 

supporting stream flows at times of lower rainfall). 

Particularly in Scotchel Nature Reserve, but also in other areas, boosting LWM in 

the East Avon could produce huge benefits for the river – promoting natural 

processes, and establishing additional pockets of habitat for many species of fish, 

insects and birds. 

4.2. Soft river banks 
In areas of Pewsey where one or both river banks have been hardened with brick 

or concrete walls, consideration should be given to breaking these out partially or 

completely, or at least softening them with a soft green toe of brush bundles and 

marginal planting (as discussed below), to recreate a sinuous, meandering 

channel between the hard walls.  

Low level berms of gravel or loose flints could also be used to define this naturally 

self-scouring low flow channel or ‘thalweg’: especially in a greensand catchment 

like the East Avon, these are likely to consolidate with sand and silt over time. 

 

Figure 20: Brushwood and gravel berms can be used to pinch and re-meander overwide 

and straightened stretches of river, with new plant plugs established by volunteers 
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4.3. River bank plants and bankside management  
Soft, natural, well-vegetated river banks offer excellent complex habitat for many 

species, resist undesirable erosion, and ‘slow the flow’ of water very valuably in a 

range of water conditions. 

Appropriate plants for ecologically valuable gardens and other riverside planting 

could include yellow flag iris (on deeper/slower flowing edges), marsh marigold, 

purple loosestrife, hemp agrimony, flowering rush, meadowsweet, pendulous 

sedge, water forget-me-not and water mint. Water cress, fool’s water cress and 

water parsnip are already present in Scotchel Nature Reserve and elsewhere, and 

can be expected to recolonise other areas as general hydromorphological diversity 

is improved. 

Such assemblages of wild British waterside flowers are attractive and culturally 

iconic: many of these plants feature in Millais’s pre-Raphaelite painting ‘Ophelia’, 

which was painted from life on a small chalkstream very similar to the East Avon: 

 

Figure 21: Millais’s ‘Ophelia’ was painted from life on the banks of the Hogsmill 

chalkstream, and is widely regarded as a portrait of a perfect, diverse assemblage of native 

riparian plant species 

In areas where the banks are already softer, such as near the Heritage Centre, 

over-zealous mowing regimes should be relaxed if possible, allowing a much wider 

untouched fringe of native waterside plants to flourish – providing overhead cover 

for fish, and habitat for aquatic insects, as well as improved bank erosion controls:  
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Figure 22: A diagram showing the root depths of a range of native British plants, most of 

which are very suitable for stabilising river banks: however, few of these will thrive or 

even survive with repeated mowing 
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5. Making it happen 
The creation of any structures within ‘Main Rivers’ or within 8m of the channel 

boundary (which may be the top of the flood-plain in some cases) normally require 

a formal Environmental Permit from the Environment Agency. This enables the EA 

to assess possible flood risk, and also any possible ecological impacts. The 

headwaters of many rivers are not designated as ‘Main River’, in which case the 

body responsible for issuing consent will be the Local Authority. In any case, 

contacting the EA early and informally discussing any proposed works is 

recommended as a means of efficiently processing an application. 

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/index 

A focused Trout in the Town Urban River Toolkit is available at: 

https://www.wildtrout.org/content/trout-town 

There is also the possibility that the WTT could help via a Practical Visit (PV). PV’s 

typically comprise a 1-3 day visit where WTT Conservation Officers will complete 

a demonstration plot on the site to be restored. 

This enables recipients to obtain on the ground training regarding the appropriate 

use of conservation techniques and materials, including Health & Safety, 

equipment and 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 and accommodation (if required) 

expenses of the WTT attendees. 

There is currently a big demand for practical assistance and the WTT has to 

prioritise exactly where it can deploy its limited resources. The Trust is always 

available to provide free advice and help to organisations and landowners through 

guidance and linking them up with others that have had experience in improving 

river habitat. 

6. Acknowledgement 
The Wild Trout Trust would like to thank the Environment Agency for their 

continued support of the Advisory Visit service. 

7. 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
https://www.wildtrout.org/content/trout-town
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8. Appendix: Trout habitat  
Due to their need for clean, well-oxygenated water, structurally-varied habitat, 

and free movement between different types of habitat at different life stages, the 

UK’s native wild brown trout makes an ideal indicator species for healthy rivers. 

These characteristics mean that a simple and effective assessment for overall river 

health can be based around the life cycle requirements of brown trout.  

As a result, identifying and noting the presence or absence of habitat features that 

allow trout to complete their full life cycle is a very practical way to assess overall 

habitat quality (Figure 23). By identifying the gaps (i.e. where crucial habitat is 

lacking: Figure 24 to Figure 26), it is often possible to design actions to solve those 

habitat bottlenecks.  

To put all this into context, there are three main habitat types required for wild 

trout to complete each of their three key life cycle stages. This creates a demand 

for varied habitat, which is vital for supporting a wide diversity of other species 

too. 

 

Figure 23: The impacts on trout populations lacking adequate habitat for key life cycle 

stages. Spawning trout require loose gravel with a good flow-through of oxygenated water. 

Juvenile trout need shallow water with plenty of diverse structure for protection against 

predators and wash-out during spates. Adult trout need deeper pools (usually > 30cm 

depth) with nearby structural cover such as undercut boulders, sunken trees/tree limbs 

and/or low overhanging cover (ideally trailing on, or at least within 30cm of, the water’s 

surface). Excellent quality in one or two out of the three crucial habitats may not mitigate 

a ‘weak link’ in the remaining critical habitat. 
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Figure 24: Successful trout spawning habitat requires relatively silt-free gravels. Here, the 

action of a fallen tree limb is focusing the flows (both under and over the limb as indicated 

by the blue arrows) on a small area of riverbed that results in silt being washed out from 

between gravel grains. A small mound of gravel is deposited just below the hollow scoured 

out by focused flows: this mound will be selected by trout to dig a ‘redd’ for spawning. In 

the silt-free gaps between the grains of gravel it is possible for sufficient oxygen-rich water 

to flow over the developing eggs and newly-hatched ‘alevins’ to keep them alive as they 

hide within the gravel mound (inset) until emerging in spring. 
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Figure 25: Larger cobbles and submerged ‘brashy’ cover and/or exposed fronds of tree 

roots provide vital cover from predation and spate flows for tiny juvenile fish in shallower 

water (<30cm deep). Trailing, overhanging vegetation also provides a similar function, 

and has many benefits for invertebrate populations (some of which will provide a ready 

food supply for the juvenile fish). 
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Figure 26: The availability of deeper water bolt holes (>30cm), low overhanging cover 

and/or larger submerged structures such as boulders, fallen trees, large root-wads etc. 

close to a good food supply (e.g. below a riffle in this case) are all strong components of 

adult trout habitat requirements. 


