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Introduction  

This report is the output of a site visit undertaken by Gareth Pedley  of the 

Wild Trout Trust to the River  Bela  in South Cumbria  on  the 16 th  and 17 th  

May , 20 13. Comments in this report are based on observations during  the 

site visit s and discussions with  Ian McMurdo, John McKay, Bob Brockbank, 

John Buchan and Mike Hitchmough regarding Milnthorpe AA waters; and 

Susie Vill iers -Smith and  Julian  Ost on regarding the Bela  Anglers water . 

Normal convention is applied throughout the report with respe ct to bank 

identification, i.e.  the banks are designated left hand b ank (LB) or right hand 

bank (R B) whilst looking downstream.  Locat ion coordinates are given using 

the Ordnance Survey National Grid Reference system.  

 

1.0  Catchment  

The River Bela  forms as the confluence of Stainton and Peasey Becks, 

flowing through the rich limestone grasslands of the Morecambe Bay 

Limestone Natural Are a, b efore discharging into the sea via Morecambe Bay . 

The geology surrounding the river comprises predominantly limestone, with 

superficial deposits of clay, silt and sand, which create a fertile, alkaline 

catchment ; this  not only increases the productivit y of  the r iver, but also the 

surrounding farm land, which  correspondingly is  used predominantly for 

livestock grazing , particularly sheep   

(http://www.naturalareas.n atur alengland.org.uk/Science/natural/NA_search.

asp  ).  

Spot tests have revealed the River Bela  and tributaries to be  around pH 8.5  

( I . McMurdo, pers. comm., 16 th  May ), which reflects the strong limestone 

influence within the catchment  which  benefit s both the f ish , and the aquatic 

invertebrates , including native white -clawed crayfish Austropotamobius 

pallipes .  

 

2.0  Fishery Overview   

Two fisheries exist on the River Bela ; the upstream fishery  is controlled by 

Milnthorpe Angling Association , for which Dallam Tow er Est ate are the 

http://www.naturalareas.naturalengland.org.uk/Science/natural/NA_search.asp
http://www.naturalareas.naturalengland.org.uk/Science/natural/NA_search.asp
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primary landowner , with  some tributaries owned by other interests; the 

downstream section,  fished by  Bela  Anglers, is completely owned and 

controlled by Dallam Tower Estate. As each fishery is managed 

independently the fis hery overview w ill be separate  for each.   

 

2.1  Milnthorpe Angling Association  

Milnthorpe AA  control s over 3.5 Km of the River Bela , from its upstream 

limit, at the confluence of Stainton Beck and Pe asey Beck  (SD5180381251 ) , 

downstream  to Beetham Bridge ( SD4968779688 ) , with  additio nal water on 

Stainton, Peasey, Lupton and Holme Becks . The Water Framework Directive 

(WFD) waterbodies incorporating  these watercourses all achieve ñhighò or 

ñgoodò status for all parameters monitored  under the directive,  except for 

phosphate  on th e Lupton  Beck, which is assessed as ñmoderateò. This 

indicates that each of those parameters meets the standards required by the 

WFD, except for phosphate levels on the Lupton Beck, which are higher than 

they should be.  

It should  be noted, however, that no ne of th ese waterbodies appear to have 

been assessed for fish stocks under the WFD , and that the River Bela  and 

Peasey Beck are designated as heavily modified waterbodies (HMWB), which 

indicates that the channel morphology has been altered by human activi ty  to 

a l evel that is significant enough to lower their status . 

The s tocking of 300 marked diploid (fertile) brown trout (Salmo trutta ) is 

currently undertaken at locations between Hang Bridge and Beetham Bridge, 

in two batches  (May and June) , consisting o f 150 c.2 80mm fish in each. This 

is a significant reduction on historic figures. Catch and release is practi sed 

by many club members, although around 40 -50 fish are retained annually. 

Club protocol is that only marked fish should be taken, which is a good 

method of  preserving the wild spawning stock, however, in practice such 

rule s may not always be adhered to.  

The association has a full compliment of 50 members, most of which are 

believed to actively fish.  

The area of Mor ecambe Bay in which the Bela  lies is within one of Natural 

Englandôs Nature Improvement Areas (NIA), and as such, funding may be 
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available for habitat improvement works and initiatives that encourage 

community engagement with habitat improvement work.  

2.2  Bela  Anglers  

The Bela  Anglers waters  run from  Beetham Bridge ( SD4968779688 ) to the 

estuary in Mor ecambe Bay ( SD4883881449 ). This incorporates the 

downstream end of the River Bela  WFD Waterbody which, as discussed 

previously, is classed as heavily modified, but not considered to have any 

issues with the other parameters assessed.   

Bela  Anglers consists of 21 members, who fish with a variety of methods, 

including fly , worm and spin ner . No stocking  is undertaken on the water and 

fish are allowed to be taken from the fishery. Catch return data available 

sugg est that a good number of fish are returned each year; however, the 

figures in the unknown category make it impossible to make an accurate 

assessment of exploitation on the fishery.  

 

3.0  Habitat Assessment   

3.1  River Bela  

The Bela  is a medium /low  gradient limeston e r iver that flows through 

relatively open, improved and semi - improved grassland , with occasional 

arable land use . Ordinarily, r ivers of this type would generally maintain 

relatively stable , clear water flow, being fed predominantly by the limestone 

aquife r. To an extent this remains the case, and although the river was 

considered to be  above normal flows during  the visit  (c.200 -300mm) , the 

water remained relatively clear; however, adjacent land use, particularly 

field drainage, channel modi fications (re -sectioning and realignment) and 

intensive over -grazing, are likely to have increased its flow var iability, also  

leaving the  river  channel less able to maintain a natural morphology.  

Evidence of the past channel maintenance and dredging activi ty is very 

obvio us along the river, with several overly straight sections and elongated 

pools (Figure 1). These actions have created a lack of channel sinuosity and 

inhibit the natural erosion  and depositional processes that would ordinarily 

scour deeper p ool areas , on th e outside of bends , and facilitate natural 

channel narrowing through sediment deposition on the inside. The removal 
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of materials is also likely to have altered t he river gradient in many areas, 

increasing the gradient over short sections, b ut  reduc ing  th e size, frequency 

and quality of valuable gravel riffle features.  

Interestingly, the ri ffle in the foreground of Figure 1 (SD4973379632 ) is 

believed to be one of the primary spawning sites on the main River Bela . 

Being directly adjacent to B eetham Bridge, th e area may historically have 

been subject to  less dredging activity  and so retains a more natural 

substrate than most other areas. However, assessment of the site suggests 

the habitat is far below optimal, as the overly wide channel leaves  gravels 

that are  significantly impacted with sediment  due to a lack of scouring , and 

increased sediment deposition. This  will greatly reduce the survival of any 

eggs deposited within the  gravel, and a s such, its use is likely due to a lack 

of other suitab le locations.  

Fi gure 1. Low diversity trout habitat resulting from straightening and dredging which, in combination 

with over - grazing, has resulted in a n  over -wide channel significantly lacking in flow diversity and 

unable to maintain clean gravels.  The l ack of marginal v egetation and trees also provides a paucity of 

aerial cover.  
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Overgrazing by sheep  represents significant impact and was also a recurring 

issue on the river  (Figure 1) . Unlike the acute, very visible issue of bank 

poaching by cattle, sheep grazing is often more chronic  problem . The lack of 

foliage and root structure of closely  grazed banks means that er osion 

through high flows occurs at a much faster rate, result ing  in ongoing river 

widening and loss of river bank  land . This also means that  where banks 

slump  into the channel  (Figure 2)  they are more likely to be washed away, 

rather than holding together long enough to become vegetated and form a 

re -graded bank.  

Over time,  this can be greatly damaging to a river, leaving over -wide 

channels th at  are unable to narrow naturally  as the riparian vegetation that 

would ordinarily encroach into the channe l (particularly in low flows )  to form 

new bank  is eaten before it consolidate s the new bank line (Figure s 2 & 3 ).  

Figure 2. S lumped material result ing from  bank  ero sion. I f left un - grazed it is likely that th is material 

would  consolidate to  form a new toe to the bank. It is also likely that over time, the bare bank face 

and areas between would become vegetated to form a shallower bank line that woul d encroach into 

t he  river , providing valuable channel narrowing . 
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Similarly, over -grazing can actually result in the loss of trees over time, with 

the scour occurring around trees along un -vegetated bank - lines eventually 

eroding round them (F igure 4, 5 & 6) , creating a tree  island and eventually 

leading to wash out of the tree in high flows. To compound this issue, 

grazing of any self -set trees and propagules prevents any natural 

regeneration. The issue of intensive stock grazing, and resultant over 

widening  of the river cha nnel, is very evident throughout unfenced areas of 

the river, and in particular, through the estate parkland. It is likely that this 

is actually the primary reason behind the lack of bank side trees along many 

bank lines where grazing occu rs, rather than a ny historical, conscious effort 

to maintain river banks to be clear of trees.  

Figure 3. O ver -wide channel, prevented from naturally narrowing by continual grazing pressure, which 

has also left the banks devoid of trees and vegetation  and  lacking low aeri al cover for trout .  
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Figures 4, 5  & 6 . These figures demonstrate progressive erosion around mature trees , and how over 

time, over - grazing with sh ee p often leads to a  loss of trees  and significant river -widening . 


