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Introduction 

A focussed walkover was requested by Ian Fleming (MAA River Keeper) 

conducted by Jon Grey & Gareth Pedley (WTT). This report is based upon that 

walkover, and a follow up to a WTT AV undertaken in 2003, as well as leading 

on from discussions between Ian, Gareth & Jon at subsequent recent meetings. 

It was understood that MAA have recently acquired the last of the fishing 

rights to ensure a contiguous 12 miles of the Upper Ribble, and now might be 

in a position to focus on enhancing some of the habitat to promote a truly wild 

fishery flourishing.  

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 (d/s). 

Only a short section was walked, but a cursory examination of local maps and 

Google Earth reveal the land use features and issues to be similar for a 

considerable distance u/s. 

Upstream limit: SD8016274042  Downstream limit: SD8055973169 

 

Background to issues & rationale for work 

The Upper Ribble is a relatively productive upland freestone river, a function of 

the underlying limestone geology. Hence, it supports invertebrate production 

capable of sustaining a thriving wild trout population. The most obvious 

bottleneck to achieving a greater abundance of fish is a lack of suitable habitat, 

aside from the parr / juvenile life-stage. Figure 1 typifies the situation: the 

channel is overly wide and hence the water depth is too uniform; it is 

straightened in sections and thus the gradient is too steep; and there is a 

distinct lack of trees along the riparian (bankside) strip. The underlying cause 

for the channel form and lack of trees (aside from the historical realignment of 

upland rivers) is the legacy and continuing practice of livestock access to the 

river margins. Livestock tramples banks, causing poaching and excess erosion, 

bank collapse and guttering of soils and rainwater into the river. Grazing 

reduces riparian plant diversity and reduces the depth and diversity of root 

structure within the bank, structure that is vital for bank stabilisation. Livestock 

(particularly sheep) also specifically target young shrubs and saplings because 

of their higher nutritional quality relative to grass sward.  



The problems of modified channel dimensions and straightening are further 

compounded by weirs which trap sediment above (reducing the water depth 

over time) and create a uniform channel devoid of features; because they are 

arranged in series, they essentially re-set the flow conditions each time a weir 

is hit (dispersing flows evenly across the full channel width) and prevent the 

river re-instigating natural meanders. Thus, the lack of natural meander path 

and scour means there is a consequent lack of deeper pools and flow diversity 

which are essential features for adult holding habitat.   

The following figures exemplify some of those issues above and outline some 

suggestions for improving the habitat for wild trout. 

 

 

Fig 1: R Ribble showing a concrete-bedded rock weir (arrow) at SD8016274042. Note over-widening 

and uniform shallowing immediately above the weir, the straightened section below, and distinct 

lack of tree cover. Limited stock fencing improves riparian vegetation immediately below the weir on 

the true LB. 

 



 

Fig 2: From the true LB below the weir at SD8016274042. Rip rap and rubble armouring are being 

used to protect the bank in the foreground. While the livestock fence has improved riparian 

vegetation diversity, it should be augmented with willow planting. The tongue of land denoted by 

the dashed white line is currently grazed by cattle. Perhaps the farmer could be approached to 

ensure that only grazing by cattle is allowed on this small parcel (no sheep)? This would only need 

relatively cheap, breast height, single or double strand barbed-wire fencing to be erected along the 

old wall line to promote a riparian buffer. Such a fence is unlikely to be affected by spate flow to the 

extent sheep fencing would. 

 

 

Fig 3: The efficacy of the stock fencing in promoting a riparian buffer strip is clear to see in the 

difference in vegetation diversity and height, but the fence requires minor repair. A protected strip 

like this should be augmented with willow whip planting. 



 

Fig 4: One of the few self-set willows established in the riparian strip. Note how the sheep have 

browsed the willow back where they can reach it across the fence. There is the possibility to lay one 

or two of the main stems of this willow to provide vital low cover almost parallel to the bank. 

 

 

Fig 5: Sheep grazing is exacerbating the erosion on this steep gradient bank. Eventually, slippage is 

likely to result in the loss of the fence. It may be prudent to re-route the fence up and around this 

erosional area (which is clearly of little grazing value in this state) to exclude livestock and promote 

greater plant cover, thereby increasing root structure, to naturally combat the erosion. This is a 

candidate site for planting some locally sourced hawthorne, rowan etc to improve bank stability, as 

well as provide insect and bird habitat.  



 

Fig 6: A small parcel of riparian land on the LB (foreground) currently not grazed but the dense, 

stunted nature of the willow on the right of shot suggests historical browsing pressure. This parcel 

should be retained stock free and is a candidate site for willow planting and laying – a potential 

Practical Visit site for WTT to demonstrate habitat improvement techniques. Note the low quality of 

grazing (thistles, rushes, Juncus etc), and the slumping, on the low-lying RB which could be easily 

fenced off at the foot of the more productive grass (dashed line), perhaps encouraged via a 

stewardship or woodland creation scheme. 

 

 

Fig 7: A prime example of a mature willow that could be laid (hinged) in a downstream direction to 

lie aligned to the bank (at 30o or less), partly along the soil to encourage regrowth of roots, and 



partly into the water so that the living crown displaces flow and creates areas of scour and 

deposition, thereby providing depth and cover. 

 

Fig 8: While this large ash cannot be as easily laid as the pliant species such as willow, the over-

hanging branches provide some shade and cover out into the channel which fish will exploit to find 

safe feeding lies. Note the standing dead wood. This should be left in situ as valuable habitat for 

various decomposer invertebrate species and the birds, bats (and fish) that will feed upon them. 

 

 

Fig 9: Excellent natural cover provided by mature willows that the proposed laying/hinging aims to 

emulate. The trapped debris promotes scour and provides shelter from predators, a feature that is 

sorely lacking from much of the river where the banks are grazed. 



 

Fig 10: A shot from inside the mature willow demonstrating the complex tangle of roots, trailing 

branches, and debris which combine to create safe havens for trout, protect the bank and to force 

water to scour deeper into the bed here. ‘Tidying’ or pruning this feature would completely remove 

its value; in fact, many more features like this should be created and will increase the holding 

capacity of the river markedly. 

 

 

Fig 11: Immediately d/s from Fig 10, an area of deeper, slack water is an important fish holding lie 

and refuge during spate flow. Note the denser foam line (arrow) flowing around the outside of the 

willow which denotes a probable feeding lane for fish 



 

Fig 12: Young self-set willow whips (arrows) which will not enhance the bankside feature where they 

are currently growing. These can be ‘coppiced’ to provide whips for planting into the toe of the bank 

elsewhere (approximately 1/2 to 2/3 buried into the soil at a low angle, and angled d/s to promote 

take and reduce spate flow pressure while establishing). Coppicing provides an endless supply.  

 

 

Fig 13: A couple of gaps in a fence forced open by sheep to exploit ‘The grass is always greener’ 

scenario. Note the immediate browse damage to the willow in the foreground, and a planted tree 

below in Fig 14. 



 

Fig 14: One of the trees recently planted within the riparian strip that has been immediately targeted 

once sheep found access (at Fig 13); highlights the importance of installing and maintaining fencing. 

Saplings may recover from this assault once but rarely twice and it will often kill them if they are 

recently planted. 

 

 

Fig 15: The same fence-line (as in Fig 13) precariously close to the water’s edge. Ideally a wider strip 

should be established and maintained so that plants and trees can establish to protect that bank. 



 

Fig 16: Continuing immediately d/s from Fig 15; because the fence-line is too close to the bank, 

sheep are using the riparian tree (an ash) for shade and shelter, and their constant grazing and 

trampling is leading to significant bank erosion immediately behind it, destabilising the roots and 

bank structure. This will eventually lead to the loss of the tree during spate flow, and most likely, a 

large area of land and the fence with it. The erosion issue will then also be a much greater issue to 

tackle than if it was addressed now by moving back the fence line. 

 

 

Fig 17: Under the flow conditions of the visit, the stepping stone line (between the arrows) to New 

Houses was barely visible. However, its negative impact upon channel form and flow is clear to see. 

Being immediately d/s of a bend, one would expect flow and hence scour (deeper water) to be 

forced to the RB (far bank). However, the ‘weiring’ effect has trapped substrate upstream and 

effectively redistributed the flow energy across the full width of the channel as shown by the foam 

lines across the entirety of the river. 



 

Fig 18: The first of a series of gabion weirs which has breached on the LB creating erosional eddies 

during spate flow that are eating into the LB. This weir is almost perpendicular to the flow (with no 

focusing of flow; see Fig 19) and this may be a reason for the excessive erosion developing. Note the 

grazing access direct to the water here. 

 

 

Fig 19: The second in the series of gabion weirs, this has a slightly more defined upstream V shape 

apexing ~2/3 from the LB which helps to focus flows away from the banks (see foam lines). There is 

much better tree cover on the RB at this point but the weir remains an issue for sediment transport 

and fish passage. 



 

Fig 20: Immediately downstream of the 2nd weir, the flow is still too uniform across the entire 

channel width, as depicted in the foam sheet rather than lines. Note the excellent habitat features 

provided by the over-hanging willows on the RB where they are protected from livestock. 

 

 

Fig 21. The lowest gabion weir visited, just u/s stream of a natural constriction of the channel (by a 

steepening of the valley sides) to what is clearly a more appropriate channel width. Again, excellent 

cover appearing on both banks with lack of stock access. Note foam all across channel u/s of the 

weir depicting uniform flow pattern. 



 

Fig 22: Overview of the ‘weired’ section of the Ribble comprising Figs 17-21. As these are 

constructed from gabion blocks, it should be possible to snip the gabion material at specific locations 

and let the river do the rest of the work to redistribute material over a series of spates. By 

alternately notching the weirs (starting at the topmost) on the RB, then LB, then RB, then central, 

the river may be encouraged to reconfigure it’s natural sinuosity and reinstate riffle, pool, glide 

sequences more quickly. Notching of the weirs may lead to significant underscour and subsequent 

failure of the remaining structure but this should not be viewed as an issue, just a further step in 

restoring the river’s natural geomorphological processes. Ultimately the river will do what it wants 

to do. The interventions above are designed to encourage it in a particular manner but it is not 

guaranteed to comply! Any action undertaken should be closely monitored and adapted if 

subsequent flow events create issues through scour or deposition. 

 

Summary of Recommendations 

Fencing – engage with local landowners to encourage new areas of low quality 

grazing to have livestock excluded. This has benefits to the landowner in terms 

of animal husbandry (e.g. reduction of liver fluke) as well as land management 

(erosion on steep banks, loss of fencing where inadequate protection exists). 

There may well be Countryside Stewardship schemes in place that can offset 

any perceived losses. It is also important to maintain the existing fence 

infrastructure as several holes are already being exploited.  

Planting and tree management – in those adequately protected areas, plant up 

willow whips to quickly and easily establish low cover and aid bank stability. 

Lay / hinge as much established willow as possible to promote cover / 

narrowing of channel. In addition, planting of mixed deciduous species along 



the bank would be beneficial; something that is likely to be supported by the 

Woodland Trust who may be able to provide trees and guards etc. 

Weir notching / removal – All weirs/major man-made obstructions should be 

modified or removed to reduce the negative impacts upon fish passage and 

geomorphology – see Table 1 below. Seek advice from Neil Handy (EA) 

regarding the views of the Flood Defence Consenting team within the EA as to 

whether consent is required (hopefully not). Consult with Ribble Rivers Trust 

for further expert advice and support. They too will be very keen to see the 

removal of geomorphological and fish movement barriers from the catchment. 

  

Weir Location Action 
Concrete bedded rock weir (Fig 1) SD8016274042 Full removal (possibly leaving 

the small wall at the RB) 

Gabion Weir (Fig 18) SD8039873321 Remove 2/3-3/4, starting from 
the LB side 

Upstream ‘V’ Gabion weir (Fig 19) SD8044973274 Remove 2/3-3/4, starting from 
the RB side  

Lower Gabion Weir (Fig 21) SD8054173188 Central notch 

Table 1 Weir identifier, location, and remedial action 

It would also be beneficial to remove the stepping stones at SD8035273356 if 

they serve no purpose for a right of way (Fig 17). 
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Disclaimer  

This report is produced for guidance only. 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. 


