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Key findings 

 

• Unfettered sheep access to watercourses (particularly within the Isla 

catchment) and associated increased bank erosion appeared to be a 

significant contributor to elevated fine sediment loading of the river. 

Buffer fencing to exclude sheep from all watercourses would be 

beneficial in promoting natural diversity of bankside vegetation, 

improved riparian habitat and, correspondingly, increased bank 

stability.  

• Many sections of the River Deveron and its tributaries have been 

modified over the years, being realigned, straightened and often 

revetted. This degrades habitat, with the negative impact still in effect 

on many sections. Some natural recovery was evident, particularly 

the Burn of Turriff though Turriff, where vegetated banks and 

bankside trees provide valuable shade and in-channel structure. This 

template could be replicated in other areas of the catchment where 

full channel restoration is not possible in the short-term. However, re-

meandering of any realigned watercourse sections should be the long-

term aspiration.  

• Tree planting would be highly beneficial on sections of exposed, 

treeless watercourse to reduce summer warming and improve the 

habitat potential for juvenile salmonids, thereby increasing 

production. Many of the smaller tributaries would benefit from this, 

particularly in the middle and lower Deveron catchment, where the 

modification of potential spawning tributaries for arable land drainage 

has left the channels simplified and denuded of trees.  

• Fish passage could be improved in several of the areas visited to 

potentially facilitate greater recruitment in the smaller tributary 

burns. The solutions are likely to differ in each instance, but 

consideration should be given to the full range of species and sizes of 

fish that require access upstream and downstream, and the full range 

of flows in which access might be required.  
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1. Introduction 

Wild Trout Trust was invited by Deveron, Bogie and Isla Rivers Trust 

(DBIRT) to provide brief habitat assessment and recommendations on 

various areas of the River Deveron catchment in May 2022. The site visits 

were accompanied by the DBIRT director and recommendations within 

this report are made from observations on the days and discussion with 

the Trust.  

Normal convention is applied throughout this report with respect to bank 

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

(RB) whilst looking downstream. Reference to upstream and downstream 

is often abbreviated to u/s or d/s respectively. Latitude and longitude 

(decimal) are used to identify specific locations (e.g. 54.533273, -

7.850615) and can be pasted directly into Google Maps to display the 

geographic location for each photograph. 

2. Background 

The River Deveron is a notable salmon, sea trout and brown trout river 

that originates from the Grampian Mountains in Banffshire, south of 

Gabrach, before flowing a meandering north-easterly route, primarily 

through Aberdeenshire, to discharge into the Moray Firth. Land use in the 

upper catchment primarily comprises moorland, upland sheep grazing 

and coniferous forestry, with the lower catchment in predominantly 

arable land use with areas of mature native deciduous woodland.  

The Deveron is typical of an upland river, with a steep upper catchment 

dominated by coarse boulder-strewn bed, levelling to be a more sedate 

in the middle to lower reaches, where the substrate becomes dominated 

by gravel and cobble. The bedrock geology of the catchment is 

predominantly impermeable igneous and metamorphic rock, which is a 

significant influence in the upper catchment, with regular outcrops 

occurring though the middle river, and to a lesser extent the lower 

reaches. The surface geology is a mixture of alluvium, glacial sand and 

gravel and till.  

In many areas, the river has been straightened and banks revetted, with 

weirs and groynes added to the main river channel in an attempt to create 

areas of deeper water and enhance angling opportunities for migratory 

salmonids. However, this was undertaken with little regard for the 

important shallow water juvenile habitat being replaced. Many of the 

tributaries have also been straightened and realigned, particularly in the 

lower-gradient, more productive middle and lower catchment, with 

significant detriment to the morphology of those channels. 

The fishery of the Deveron is commendable for a northern Scottish river, 

embracing angling for resident trout in addition to salmon and sea trout, 

without the persecution they often suffer on many Scottish salmon rivers. 
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This makes for a naturally well-balanced and productive fishery, offering 

opportunities for a wide range of angling interests. 

 

3. Assessment 

Several areas of the Deveron catchment were inspected during the visit, 

each of which will be covered in separate section of this report. In 

addition, general observations were made while travelling around the 

catchment that contribute to the overall understanding of impacts 

affecting the river.  

3.1. River Deveron 

 
Figure 1. The Alt Deveron was visited at the rotary screw trap site. Note that while 

grazing pressure is sufficiently low to allow the growth of some length to the grass sward 

and protect the bank from significant erosion in most areas, it was still sufficient to 

suppress the growth of most plants other than grasses. The only trees observed were 

veteran, another sign that sheep grazing was suppressing natural regeneration. This 

will ultimately become an even greater issue as the mature trees are lost through old 

age and there is and the resource from which to regenerate is further reduced.  
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Figure 2. In some areas, the main river was buffer fenced, allowing a more diverse array 

of riparian vegetation to recover. However, even in this scenario, note the improvement 

from longer-term livestock exclusion on the RB (left of shot) which supported far greater 

species diversity and abundance, and tree regeneration, than the LB.  

3.2. Charach Water 

 
Figure 3. Recovering habitat on the Charach Water, where increasing vegetation 

diversity was evident following livestock exclusion (57.367526, -3.032893). The species 

composition remained impoverished but will increase over time if livestock exclusion is 

maintained. The hillside planting further enhanced the area and could be complemented 

with additional planting of locally native trees along the banks of the watercourse to 

provide cover and shelter, along with additional habitat for invertebrates (terrestrial and 

hatching aquatic); this could include species such as alder, willow, hazel, rowan etc. 
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3.3. River Isla catchment  
While driving around the catchment, it became apparent that certain 

areas were subject to issues from specific land uses, one in particular 

being the extent of sheep access and over grazing along watercourses in 

the River Isla catchment. This was leading to bank destabilisation, erosion 

and increased fine sediment inputs, which in turn contributed to increased 

fine sediment loading of the bed and degradation of substrate habitats. 

The issue was occurring to various degrees around other areas of the 

catchment, but it appeared to be a particular issue on the Isla, where a 

large proportion of the land use observed was sheep grazing; particularly 

when compared to catchments like the Bogie, where the arable land use 

often afforded at least some riparian buffer. 

3.3.1. River Isla - Distillery weirs in Keith  

 
Figure 4. At the upper of the two distillery weirs visited (57.546636, -2.955809), u/s 

facing paired deflectors had been installed to ease fish passage. The efficacy of this 

easement could be increased by adding an extra two pairs of baffles at the downstream 

end (white circle) to ensure that the furthest d/s baffles extend past the d/s water level 

and maintain swim-through/sub-surface access to the easement.  
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Figure 5. A timber baulk (white ellipse) added to the RB side of the larger weir 

(57.546739, -2.95643) d/s helps focus flow to the apex, but the significant jump from 

comparatively shallow water still creates a significant obstacle. New fish passage 

improvement plans are afoot focusing on pre-barrage easement or Larinier technical 

pass options. However, if the freeboard of the bridge and channel d/s permit, a rock 

ramp easement could potentially provide all species, all flow passage, via an 

aesthetically pleasing habitat feature.  

 
Figure 6. D/s of the weir, a significant bedrock fall, and further concrete structure at the 

d/s end further complicate access u/s.  
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3.4. Burn of Crooksmill 

 
Figure 7. A spot-check at the Burn of Crooksmill, upstream of the A 96 (57.558382, -

3.001687), revealed a lack of riparian trees and vegetation in areas, owing to long-term 

livestock grazing preventing regeneration. The channel and banks were correspondingly 

less stable than they would be in a well vegetated state and lacked shade and cover (as 

was the case on many areas of the Isla catchment). The watercourse also appeared to 

have been realigned in several areas creating a steeper, higher energy channel. 

 
Figure 8. Erosion on a sharp bend of the burn: while this is a natural area for erosion, 

sheep scarring of the ground and the lack of trees and vegetation to stabilise the bank 

were significant contributing factors. Continued livestock access will inhibit future 

stabilisation, so livestock exclusion, possibly coupled with some tree and/or willow whip 

planting, would be beneficial.  
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3.5. River Isla - Newmill  

 
Figure 9. Looking u/s of the bridge (57.553706, -2.946888): with the exclusion of 

livestock from the banks, significant naturalisation and habitat improvement was 

occurring. A vegetated berm on the true LB and a trailing willow on the RB created a 

natural pinch-point and area of accelerated flow to scour and sort the substrate.  

 
Figure 10. A short distance downstream of the bridge, the still straightened and 

relatively uniform channel appeared to be winning back some sinuosity and the well-

vegetated banks provided good marginal habitat for juvenile salmonids (57.553704, -

2.942037). Smaller gravels were scarce, possibly owing to the channel uniformity, the 

lack of bends and associated reduced energy dissipation to allow deposition. More 

structure within the channel would be beneficial to increase flow diversity, coarse 

substrate deposition and sorting. This could be achieved through targeted willow 

planting to increase structure within the channel and material for future hinging.  
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3.6. Turriff Burn catchment (working downstream) 

3.6.1. Burn of Byth (tributary of Monquhitther Burn) 

 
Figure 11. Riparian vegetation was recovering in the uppermost section of the Burn 

(57.588403, -2.285632). Increasing the availability of bankside trees and woody 

material could aid substrate retention and sorting to improve salmonid spawning and 

juvenile habitat but, ideally, these straightened watercourses would be remanded to 

restore a more natural channel morphology and associated geomorphological processes.  

 
Figure 12. Recent widening on the Burn d/s, with subsequent deposition in the over-

capacity channel already vegetating (white ellipse) and demonstrating the ability of a 

channel to naturally adjust. Note the channel uniformity and therefore limited flow and 

substrate diversity. Additional structure within the channel could facilitate some natural 

recovery to a less uniform channel with greater depth variation.  
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Figure 13. Where bankside vegetation encroached into the watercourse, adding more 

shape to an incredibly uniform channel, improvements in flow diversity occurred 

(57.572048, -2.295136). Such improvements could be promoted here (and elsewhere) 

with woody structure to encourage fine sediment deposition and provide substrate for 

emergent vegetation. However, this type of assisted natural recovery can only go so 

far. As with u/s, the ideal situation would be to undertake sections of channel re-

meandering, potentially utilising the areas of rough land adjacent to the burn, with 

additional tree planting for shade. This could provide greatly improved salmonid 

spawning and juvenile areas. 

 
Figure 14. There appeared to be potential opportunities for remaindering the burn in 

the section, d/s to the next bridge crossing (57.572048, -2.295136 - 57.558929, -

2.309309), particularly around Small Burn, where the small ponds may have even been 

created in the low areas of the Burn’s paleochannel (57.5692026, -2.3038686). 
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Figure 15. Looking u/s from the next bridge (57.558929, -2.309309): the channel runs 

tight along the road, with the natural course probably somewhere to the far side of the 

road (right of shot). Channel uniformity was a recurring issue on this burn. Unable to 

spill out of the incised channel, high flows may scour out finer gravels and transport 

them downstream to any remaining bends or wider sections. A lack of flow diversity in 

lower flows then leads to uniform the deposition of fine sediment across the bed, 

reducing the quality of substrate habitat for spawning and invertebrates.  

 
Figure 16. In some areas, bankside tree provided beneficial shade, but were so 

infrequent that warming of the burn is a real potential risk in low water/bright summer 

conditions. Increased shading could greatly improve the potential of the burn as a 

juvenile rearing area. It would also be far better if the bankside trees comprised native 

broadleaf species whose leaf litter would provide valuable nutrients to the watercourse 

and improve productivity, supporting a range of beneficial invertebrate species.  
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3.6.2. Burn of Monquhitter (Idoch Burn tributary) 

 
Figure 17. The footings of the next B9027 road bridge d/s created a sizeable obstruction, 

impounding flow for some distance upstream and degrading habitat. Fish passage at 

the structure had been eased previously with baulks and baffles; however, it appeared 

the d/s bed level had subsequently lowered (likely through bed scour), leaving the 

structure, and fish easement, further perched and less passable.  

 
Figure 18. The RB side arch offered another potential route for fish passage 

improvement with baffles or even perturbation boulders to roughen the concrete. A 

major benefit of this route is the lower height and gradient of the footings, providing 

that flow could be increased by lowering at least a portion of the baulk at the u/s end.  
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Figure 19. Installing more boulders to this route to roughen the channel and allowing 

more flow past the baulk could make this an inviting route for sea trout, which will often 

run the more sedate flow along one or other bankside, unlike more powerful salmon 

which tend to favour the deeper, predominant flow. At times, Salmon may use this route 

to, if it becomes accessible at times the main channel is not. 

 
Figure 20. Looking upstream from the B9027 road bridge (57.545746, -2.340457): 

another area with great potential for improvement through re-meandering (a long-term 

aspiration) or the installation of woody material to move the flow around within the 

channel and encourage discrete areas of bed scour and deposition. Again, planting would 

be highly beneficial to reduce warming and to provide cover and leaf litter/woody input 

to the channel. The newly installed buffer fencing was encouraging, suggesting 

willingness to protect the watercourse from the adjacent land use. Even planting a few 

willow whips along the waterline on alternating banks could really improve this section, 

with the installation of woody material adding further potential to move the flow around.  
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Figure 21. D/s of the bridge, the channel was over-capacity, as evident by the fine 

sediment component of the substrate, but as it became naturally pinched by bankside 

vegetation d/s, and then a more diverse treelined section, more of the coarse material 

was maintained free from fines.  

3.7. Idoch Water catchment (Burn of Turriff tributary) 

 
Figure 22. At 57.530436, -2.396164, riparian habitat quality the Idoch Water was 

reasonably good, with past planting of native, deciduous tree species and a generous 

buffer paying dividends. The channel remained modified/realigned in many places, but 

displayed more natural features than many of the straighter sections of tributary(s) u/s.  
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Figure 23. Again, bankside willow trees (white circle) can really improve an open section 

of straightened channel, providing shade and cover and taking up channel capacity to 

pinch the flow and facilitate deposition in the margin u/s and/or d/s.   

 

 
Figure 24. A spot-check from the bridge at 57.522211, -2.423036 showed a similar 

story. Here, some of the willow branches could be hinged down into the channel to 

provide a further pinch and drive valuable bed scour to sort the substrate.  
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Figure 25. Note the extent of channel incision, common within many areas of the lower 

Idoch Burn. The wider section d/s of the bridge here following maintenance work had 

facilitated some retention of finer gravels, but the narrower channel d/s will be quite a 

hostile place in higher flows, which will be constrained within the deep, relatively uniform 

channel. More trailing bankside would be beneficial. 

3.8. Burn of Turriff – Turriff Town 

 
Figure 26. On a burn that had clearly been realigned and dredged in the past, the habitat 

through Turriff was surprisingly good quality in many areas. The abundance of bankside 

and trailing trees was providing good flow diversity and helping to reshape the bed. 

Note the pinch from the LB tree here focussing flow and scour along the RB side to 

create a deeper area, with the RB tree providing high-quality shade and cover over the 

pool. This habitat should be preserved, resisting any call for tree pruning/maintenance. 
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Figure 27. As would be expected, some potentially problematic outfalls were noted 

within the urban reach (57.534157, -2.463453), one showing significant discolouration 

(white circle), but otherwise the water quality appeared to be adequate for supporting 

salmonids - partially confirmed by stone-turning where a natural abundance of the 

expected invertebrate species was revealed. Promoting Angler Riverfly Monitoring 

through local residents could be a good way of keeping track of the long-term water 

quality in these areas.  

 
Figure 28. Certain riparian owners were using the burn and riparian area to dispose of 

garden waste (57.534386, -2.464734), which is sadly another common issue in urban 

watercourses. A sizeable grass clipping/compost heap was noted on the steep side of 

the slope (white circle), with clear signs of enriched leachate from the waste entering 

the watercourse at the bank toe (red circle). 

https://www.riverflies.org/anglers-riverfly-monitoring-initiative-armi
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Figure 29. Flood-risk permitting, some of the bankside willows through the town could 

be hinged into the channel to provide increased cover and drive bed scour and sediment 

sorting (57.534926, -2.466313).  

 

 
Figure 30. In occasional wider areas with adequate gradient, high quality gravel riffles 

were present, with potential for salmonid spawning. Increased overhanging, low cover 

in the margins could provide additional sanctuary and security for spawning fish. 
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Figure 31. Where there was sufficient light penetration to the bed, water crowfoot had 

colonised, adding further beneficial diversity to the habitat for fish and invertebrates.  

 

 
Figure 32. Although clearly realigned and straightened, some sinuosity remained (or 

had been reclaimed), with roughness created by bankside shrubs enhancing the habitat. 

Note how the natural bank protection created by the willow (white ellipse) had deflected 

flow down into the bed (creating depth) and across the channel, accentuating the bend, 

encouraging areas of sediment deposition and encroachment of vegetation d/s in its lee. 

Similar features could be utilised in other areas where full restoration/re-meandering is 

not possible.  
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Figure 33. A short distance d/s (57.53684, -2.468702), a more open, featureless section 

could be improved by hinging willow into the channel or pinning willow brash in the 

margin to establish new shrubs on alternating sides and focus the flow from one bank 

side to the next.   

 

  

4. Recommendations 

• It is a general recommendation that any areas of riverbank 

suffering increased erosion and/or loss of riparian vegetation owing 

to livestock access is buffer fenced. There is often a misconception 

that browsing/grazing by sheep is not an issue from a habitat 

perspective. However, in reality it can be as damaging as cattle 

grazing, if not more so in many situations, greatly reducing species 

diversity. Sheep are far more likely to prevent any regeneration 

owing to their preference for browsing shrubs and herbaceous 

vegetation, rather than grazing upon monocotyledons, like grasses.  

• Investigate options for re-meandering of straightened sections of 

watercourse. This recommendation applies anywhere that the 

watercourses have been realigned but may be more achievable with 

smaller tributaries in the first instance, to demonstrate the concept.  

• Strategic tree planting should be undertaken wherever there is a 

lack of shade (particularly on the Burn of Turriff tributaries) or a 

lack of flow diversity and structure within the watercourse. A very 

quick and easy way of planting willow is using small whips, short 

cuttings of willow branch that can be driven into moist ground along 

the mean waterline of the bank (see 5.1 Planting). 
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• Where willows are present along the banks of a watercourse, 

certain trees can be selectively hinged down into the channel to 

provide cover and structure and re-sculpt uniform sections of 

channel (see 5.2 Tree hinging and lodged woody material).    

• Last but not least are the fish passage issues which have significant 

potential to impact upon recruitment on the affected burns. 

Invariably, the application of more natural methods for improving 

fish passage will have the greatest improvement for the greatest 

range of fish species and sizes in the greatest range of flows. They 

are well-worth the added complexity in design and installation for 

a result that can create new habitat in its own right. As a bare 

minimum, rock-type easements create improved invertebrate 

habitat, but also often habitat for various fish life stages too. They 

are also more aesthetically pleasing in most scenarios; something 

for consideration in an urban setting.   

 

5. Techniques  

5.1. Planting 
The easiest way of establishing new willow saplings is by pushing sections 

of freshly cut whip or branch into areas of wet ground, ideally around the 

waterline where there is plenty of moisture available. Whip planting can 

be undertaken at any time of the year but will have the greatest success 

during the dormant season, shortly before spring growth begins (ideally 

late Jan-March). However, it can be successful throughout the growing 

season, particularly in damp areas. This kind of planting should be 

undertaken sparingly to maintain species diversity and avoid 

overpopulation by willows as the process is usually quite successful. 

Whips should be planted so that the majority (~2/3) of the whip is within 

the ground, to minimise the distance that water has to be transported up 

the stem initially, before a substantial rootstock develops. Planting on a 

shallow d/s angle eases water transport within the developing shrub 

(which starts without any root) and reduces the potential for it to catch 

flood debris and be ripped out. Leaving 300-400mm of whip protruding 

from the ground is usually sufficient, providing they protrude well past 

the surrounding vegetation (to allow access to light). Whips of 5mm-

25mm diameter tend to take best, but even large branches/stakes can 

be used. If undertaken during the growing season, care should be taken 

not to use whips with excessive foliage, which greatly increases the rate 

of transpiration and can lead to the whip dehydrating before the 

supporting root system develops. 
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5.2. Tree hinging and lodged woody material 
Where trees of suitable species are present, the occasional trunk can be 

cut and hinged to create an enhancement feature, with no significant 

detriment to the overall habitat and would be valuable wherever a lack 

of low or trailing cover is identified. The technique entails cutting partially 

through the trunk, so that it remains attached but can be hinged over, 

into or along the channel (Figure 34). It works particularly well with 

willow, elm, thorns (hawthorn or blackthorn) and hazel, but only willow 

will thrive with its canopy partially submerged.  

 
Figure 34. Willow hinged into the river margin to increase cover and structure. The 

method involves cutting part way through the stem, quickly through the first two thirds, 

then continuing until it collapses down over the river. The depth of the cut should be 

limited to only that which is required to bend the stem over, as this will maintain 

maximum size and strength of the hinge and maintain the health of the tree/shrub. 
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5.3. Lodged Woody Material 

 
Figure 35. A lodged flow deflector, securely and naturally fixed in place between two 

upright trees, without the requirement for any fixings or manmade material (white 

circle). The technique can utilise a single pole (primarily to increase scour) or a branched 

limb (to create greater flow dissipation or diversity, depending upon how it is used). The 

elevated butt end (bank end) reduces the potential detrimental bank scour usually 

associated with d/s deflectors as a through-flow is maintained along the bank.  

 
Figure 36. Medium-sized, lodged woody material, securely and naturally anchored by 

the ‘V’ of the branches against an upright tree.  
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6. Further assistance   

The WTT may be able to offer further assistance such as:    

• WTT Practical Visit 

o Where recipients require assistance to carry out the 

improvements highlighted in an advisory report, there is the 

possibility of WTT staff conducting a practical visit. This would 

consist of 1-3 days’ work, with a WTT Conservation Officer(s) 

teaming up with interested parties to demonstrate habitat 

enhancement methods (e.g. tree kickers and willow laying etc). 

Depending upon the scale of the work planned, this may require 

development a formal project funded through the Environment 

Agency which the WTT can assist with/lead on. Much of the 

improvement work (willow planting and hinging) can easily be 

undertaken as one or more habitat workshops, in most cases 

relying upon only basic hand tools.  

• Further support on fish passage 

o We can provide further input to fish pass options appraisal, 

along with easement design and installation.  

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/wtt-publications 

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 populations and managing invasive species.  

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

www.wildtrout.org/shop/products/rivers-working-for-wild-trout-dvd or 

by calling the WTT office on 02392 570985. 
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8. 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. 

Legal permissions must be sought before commencing work on site. 

These are not limited to landowner permissions but will also involve 

regulatory authorities and any other relevant bodies or stakeholders. 

Alongside permissions, risk assessment and adhering to health and safety 

legislation and guidance is also an essential component of any 

interventions or activities in and around your fishery.  

 


