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Key Findings 

 

• The basic habitat potential in most areas of the Rivers Eske and 

Lowrymore appeared to be good, with areas observed of high-quality 

habitat for all salmonid life stages.  

• Removal of trees and low branches around Donegal town reduced the 

availability of shade and cover in several areas, negatively impacting 

upon the fish-holding potential.  

• Riverbank clearing for angler access denuded riparian habitat quality 

in several areas on the Eske. It would be more beneficial to provide 

an unmown/uncut buffer along the river margin in all areas, with a 

small track maintained further back from the watercourse, if 

necessary.  

• Small boulder weirs installed as angling enhancements are generally 

at the expense of natural river habitat and not beneficial. Notching or 

ideally, removing those structures would be beneficial. Other more 

natural habitat improvement techniques could be used instead. 
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1. Introduction 

The Wild Trout Trust were approached by the Local Authority Waters 

Programme (LAWPRO) to provide habitat assessment and fishery 

management advice to the Eske Anglers Association on their River Eske 

fishery. The assessment was undertaken as a combination of spot-checks 

along the river, with some areas walked in more detail. The report will be 

written starting from the downstream end, working upstream. Figure 

numbers within the report are hyperlinked, so it is possible to navigate 

directly to that figure by holding the Ctrl key while clicking on the figure 

reference within the text.  

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 to identify the exact place the photograph was 

taken on Google Maps. 

2. Background  

Table 1 – Waterbody details  

Waterbody Name  ESKE_010 ESKE_020 LOWERYMORE_030 

Waterbody ID  IE_NW_37E050200 IE_NW_37E050400 IE_NW_37L010400 

Water Management 

Unit 

IE_NW_Eske IE_NW_Eske IE_NW_Eske 

Basin_CD 58 Eask 58 Eask 58 Eask 

Dist_CD North Western North Western North Western 

Furthest u/s location 

inspected  

54.686528, 

-8.049052 

54.663437, 

-8.094093 

54.720075, 

-7.953197 

Furthest d/s location 

inspected  

54.676185, 

-8.069388 

54.655557, 

-8.111523 

54.690425, 

-8.01292 

Length of river 

inspected (KM) 

5 (over 15km of catchment) 

The waterbodies of the Eske catchment are currently assigned a good or 

high status, although several are considered to be at risk of deterioration, 

with forestry identified as a significant pressure; agriculture is also identified 

as a significant pressure on Lough Eske (www.catchments.ie). 

http://www.catchments.ie/
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3. Overview map (including locations for all photographs taken) 
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4. Habitat Assessment  

Conditions on the day of the visit were predominantly overcast and cloudy, 

with intermittent rain and brighter spells. The river level was assessed as 

being elevated following previous rain but was still at a suitably low 

autumn/winter level for habitat surveying. The river was walked from 

between the road bridges in Donegal town, where a large pool effectively 

forms the head of tide.  

 
Figure 1. The pool in Donegal town was quite artificial, with walled banks. Running 
down the LB side of the pool, what is believed to be the sewer main was identifiable 

by a regular brick structure protruding into the river (white circle). This bad 
practice has been observed on other rivers locally and places sensitive and 

potentially polluting infrastructure in a precarious location with regards to potential 
damage in high flow and resulting pollution. It also leaves the pipe in an 
inaccessible location for maintenance for much of the time. At high tides, the 

natural impoundment extends the pool upstream past the upper bridge into a 
narrower bedrock influenced channel section.   
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Figure 2. At lower tides, flow diversity increased, and valuable riffle habitat was 
exposed. Small fish, seemingly juvenile salmonids, were observed to be feeding 
on waterborne invertebrates in the pool at both higher and lower tides (at either 

end of the day), highlighting interesting utilisation of the dynamically changing 
habitat.  

 

 
Figure 3. Bedrock features in the straight and artificially constrained channel 
upstream of the pool. Natural bedrock features created small obstacles but posed 

no major issues for fish passage (particularly as eased by high tides). Note the 
continuance of the pipeline (white circles). 
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Figure 4. A small culvert discharging to the river. This is an obvious pollution issue 
that had been ongoing for a while (54.655058, -8.10881). Note the discolouration 
of the wall (white circle). 

 

 
Figure 5. Further u/s in the town (54.654905, -8.10761), the presence of more 

bankside trees and vegetation provided shade and low cover, improving riparian 
habitat quality significantly. These should be preserved if at all possible, resisting 
any move for pruning/maintenance unless absolutely critical to prevent properties 

from flooding (which seems unlikely). 
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Figure 6. Progressing further u/s, past tree removal (white circle) had left areas 
very open, in an already uniform river section that would benefit from more in-

channel structure. Also note the regularly cut grass along the RB. Providing access 
paths/tracks for anglers is not an issue, but it would be beneficial to retain an 

uncut strip along the water’s edge, with any paths set well back from the river. 
This would retain valuable bankside vegetation to benefit invertebrates and a 
range of other wildlife, while also increasing the bank’s resilience to erosion.  

 
Figure 7. What appeared to have been several willow trees (among other species) 

had been cut back from a location where they would have really enhanced the run 
from a habitat perspective (54.656097, -8.104283). Part of those trees could have 

even been hinged into the channel to create valuable flow deflection and fish-
holding features on the open section.  
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Figure 8. In some areas the riparian habitat improved somewhat (54.65727, -
8.10022), but there remained a distinct lack of low or trailing branches or woody 
material within the channel, leaving it open and lacking cover.  

 
Figure 9. Two recently cleared ditches adjacent to each other and a large area of 
reworked ground created a source of fine sediment input to the river. The furthest 

u/s of the two also appeared to be a livestock drinking bay and was heavily 
poached (54.657338, -8.098903). It would be far better to fence off this area and 

use it as a sump to supply pasture pumps or other alternative watering on an area 
of hardstanding, well away from the river. However, the provision of mains water 
for any livestock would be even better, completely alleviating the issue and 

promoting improved livestock health.  
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Figure 10. The Drummeny River joined the Eske from the LB side and appeared to 

offer potential as a spawning tributary (54.657303, -8.098195). Further 
investigation would be worthwhile to ensure it is fully accessible to fish and that 

there are no major impacts, such as grazing/erosion or point source pollution.  

 
Figure 11. Another smaller tributary that joined the Eske at 54.658993, -8.095465 

was supplying a visibly elevated loading of fine sediment, with the extent of fine 
deposition on the bed suggesting a long-standing issue. The watercourse appeared 
to be straightened and ditched/incised but could potentially offer juvenile salmonid 

habitat, possibly even potential for spawning, if the fine sediment inputs were 
addressed. Further investigation would be beneficial to ascertain the source of the 

issue and habitat potential.  
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Figure 12. Further signs of past tree management were observed d/s of the bridge 
around 54.65914, -8.098043, where the bankside vegetation resembles a hedge 
more than a natural diversity of trees and shrubs. The treatment had created a 

lack of low cover over the channel and the regrowth will ultimately lead to uniform 
shading. It is far more beneficial to develop a diverse age and size structure of 

canopy, with some larger trees then establishing to naturally suppress the growth 
of smaller ones.  

 
Figure 13. Upstream of the bridge (54.659183, -8.098023), the LB field had been 

used for agriculture, as evident by the short grass, although a small, unfenced 
buffer of herbaceous vegetation persists. The RB (left of shot) provided far higher 
quality habitat, with valuable low and trailing fish-holding cover.  
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The lack of trees and in-channel structure in the lower reaches of the river 

appeared to be down to over-zealous tree maintenance that is reducing the 

habitat quality and fish-holding potential of the area. The ideal solution 

would be to allow the regrowth to occur, but then undertake limited re-

coppicing of only a few trees (being careful to retain all low branches), to 

reinstate some canopy diversity. It is seldom beneficial to apply any 

treatment to numerous trees along a riverbank as it can greatly simplify the 

habitat they provide. 

 

 
Figure 14. The N56 road bridge had been sited on a bedrock outcrop which creates 
a small natural obstacle; however, additional concrete work constrains the channel 

further, accelerating flow velocities. The section u/s offered some good quality 
adult fish-holding water and juvenile salmonid habitat despite the armoured banks, 

particularly at the bedrock shallows. The habitat along the well-treed RB could 
potentially be improved by hinging some limbs into (if willow) or along the channel 
(if hazel). In the background of the photograph, what was suspected to be some 

of the flow that bypasses a weir u/s returned to the channel.  

The water abstraction weir a short distance upstream created an obstruction 

to fish passage, as confirmed by anglers observing accumulations of fish 

downstream in certain conditions. The main weir was comprised of step up 

onto a relatively steep concrete crump/face, to facilitate a resistivity fish 

counter, with shallow, high-velocity flow (Figure 15). A notched, plunging-

flow type pool traverse fish pass was located in the centre of the weir, 

although detailed inspection was not possible owing to restricted access 

(Figure 16). While this design of pass can facilitate salmonid passage, the 

specifications appeared to potentially be outside current best practice, as 

evident by only two pools in total to ascend the full height of the weir. The 

height to ascend is reduced somewhat by the notched design of the pass, 
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but that does come at a trade-off, with higher velocity flow within the 

narrower/deeper notches.  

Several other factors potentially reduced passability at the weir. Being 

perpendicular to the river channel, fish could naturally approach at any 

point and while the design prioritised flow down the central pass, the narrow 

width and flow energy dissipation within it (as is desirable within a pass) 

may not compete with the two wider side channels of the weir at medium-

high flow. The noise and aeration of flow spilling over the sides may also be 

attractive to fish, which also have a natural aversion to passing artificial 

structures and confined spaces (like a fish pass). This could certainly lead 

to delays in upstream migration.  

Two screens were present on the pass channel, a coarse debris screen at 

the very upstream end, and a much narrower spaced screen to divert fish 

through a pipe and resistivity fish counter (Figure 17). The finer screen 

appeared to be blocking with leaves at the time of the visit which could also 

lead to accelerated flow velocities through the pipe below, so it is important 

to clean the structure regularly. 

Large fish will certainly pass upstream at the main weir during times of 

higher flow, but small fish are unlikely to progress until they locate the pass; 

the pass also being vital in lower flows/small lifts in flow, when sea trout (in 

particular) would naturally run up a river. The jump heights, artificial nature 

of the pass and limited attraction undoubtedly mean that at certain flows 

and temperatures, fish may be reluctant or even unable to ascend the weir.  

Delays to fish migration mean increased stress, potentially being prevented 

from reaching their destination (often spawning grounds) at the correct 

time, and greater potential for predation. At any impoundment, there will 

also be unavoidable delays to downstream migrating fish, be they kelts or 

juveniles (including smolts), the latter often suffering significant losses to 

predation when delayed at artificially impounded river sections, particularly 

in low water conditions. This is the age-old issue with man-made 

obstructions and the fact that fish passes only ever provide a percentage of 

the passability possible in a naturally unobstructed channel. Moreover, in 

this scenario, at low flows, downstream migrating juvenile fish (including 

smolts) may have to pass through the confined and enclosed pipe at the 

upstream end of the fish pass (being reluctant or unable to pass over the 

weir until higher flows). This therefore presents a significant potential 

behavioural barrier that is also likely to impact upon the emigration kelts, 

post-spawning.  

Monitoring data from the resistivity fish counters located at the weir do 

reportedly show good numbers of fish passing the weir in certain flows. 

However, the timing of progression upstream or downstream is likely to be 

skewed somewhat by the times that fish either can or chose to ascend.  



   
 

15 
 

During the visit, a suggestion was raised of whether the side channel around 

the weir could be developed as an additional fish bypass. The answer is yes, 

if the head-loss could be made over a good length, providing a low gradient 

channel, and ensuring no steep overspill to the river at the downstream 

end. However, the problem would again potentially be limited attraction to 

the comparatively small proportion of total river flow. It would also need to 

discharge close to the weir, to help fish locate it. A discharge any distance 

downstream would greatly reduce the chance of fishing finding or accessing 

the route. 

Aside from the aforementioned considerations about the weir (indeed, any 

man-made weir), it was encouraging to see not one but two eel passes 

installed (one at either bank side). The bristle-board design can be prone 

to blockage with debris, but providing they are maintained, they represent 

a major improvement over the weir alone, and it is great to see the severely 

endangered eel given due consideration.  

 
Figure 15. A medium sized weir that will be difficult for fish to ascend (54.662262, 
-8.094572), with a central fish pass that somewhat improves the situation. Note 

the bristle board eel passes at either side wall (red ellipses) 
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Figure 16. The plunging-flow, pool traverse pass appeared to be outside best 
practice design parameters, with only two steps and a relatively short pool length, 
for fish to ascend the weir. Anglers report fish accumulating immediately 

downstream of this structure at various points through the season (as would be 
expected at an obstruction), when they should be free to pass on upstream in a 

natural scenario, without the weir.  

 
Figure 17. The pass had two u/s screens. The furthest u/s trash screen probably 
has minimal impact, other than a minimal possible deterrent (white arrow); the 
much finer d/s screen (red arrow) has the potential for blockage and likely deters 

d/s juvenile migration – these fish may be more likely to wait and pass over the 
main weir in higher flows – again, potentially increasing delays in comparison to a 

naturally unobstructed channel.  
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Figure 18. The river was impounded for ~130m u/s of the abstraction weir, to 
another small cobble weir (Figure 19). Within the uniform, impounded water, low-
lying and trailing branches provide valuable cover and structure that will hold fish 

and offer protection from predators within the otherwise greatly simplified habitat.  

 
Figure 19. At 54.663513-8.094292, a small cobble weir appeared to have originally 

been used to divert flow down the upper end of the bypass channel around the 
weir, which the river appears to have now also broken into at the bend d/s 

(between the two weirs). This smaller weir creates much less of an issue but will 
still divert flow and some portion of the bed material supplied from upstream down 
the RH channel.  
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Upstream of Miss Jenny’s Bridge, a series of low-level boulder weirs had 

been installed (Figure 20). Consequently, what should be a combination of 

shallower water, providing good juvenile trout and salmon habitat, and 

occasional deeper pools at the outside bend is now relatively uniform glide. 

To counteract the artificial uniformity, boulders had been added to reinstate 

fish-holding lies.  

What is often forgotten in attempts to create deeper water is that, by 

default, it has to be at the expense of valuable free-flowing, shallow water. 

As species like trout and salmon rely upon shallow water as juvenile rearing 

areas and unimpeded flow to maintain clean, well-sorted gravel riffles on 

which to spawn, weirs are therefore wholly counterproductive. This is 

particularly pertinent on a river like the Eske which is steep, with an 

abundance of bedrock and a naturally low availability of shallow, gravelly 

areas. Moreover, the presence of Lough Eske, a large natural sediment sink 

in the middle of the catchment, naturally reduces the supply of gravel, so 

suitable salmonid spawning and juvenile habitats are at a premium and 

should be preserved.  

 
Figure 20. Looking u/s from Miss Jenny’s Bridge: the next section walked was u/s 

of the road bridge at 54.676167, -8.069415. Remarks were made that fish often 
lie on the RB side, just u/s of the bridge (white ellipse). This was not surprising as 
the area is nicely shaded by low branch cover, unlike much of the RB upstream.  

Weirs interrupt sediment supply downstream, so the continual transport of 

gravels and cobbles that should occur through a reach is prevented, with 

that material becoming trapped by the weir or deposited in the lower 

energy, impounded water upstream. Consequently, impounded pools 

generally become shallower over time, negating their purpose. With limited 

scour, the bed also becomes consolidated, locked together by finer particles 
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of sand and silt, and the substrate becomes progressively poorer for 

invertebrates and salmonid spawning. Habitat downstream is often 

degraded too through reduced coarse sediment supply that often leads to 

bed lowering and bank erosion.  

Weirs also artificially redistribute flow, in most cases across the width of the 

river, with vital flow energy lost as localised scour immediately downstream. 

The weirs upstream of Miss Jenny’s bridge (Figure 21 & Figure 22) slightly 

focused flow to the channel centre, but the artificial distribution of energy 

across the whole channel remained a notable detriment. This is unlike a 

more natural channel where the flow would move from one outside bend to 

the next, creating pools with continually adapting gravel areas between. On 

a natural river section, the material (gravel or cobble) forming a riffle will 

usually be reworked, moved and replaced in each flood with a supply from 

upstream. The features may adjust slightly but will generally remain in a 

similar location (barring a major flood event) as they are created by the 

flow of the river.  

 
Figure 21. Weirs artificially distributed flow energy across the channel (54.676593, 
-8.069152), with some focus to the centre, but the majority of energy lost in the 

head loss immediately d/s of the structure. The flow was effectively being 
constrained to be even straighter course than the channel could allow (red dashed 

line). Reinstating more natural flow that is allowed to migrate from one bank side 
to the other would be greatly beneficial and could make much more of the valuable 
bankside tree cover (blue dashed line). Also, again note the lack of bankside 

vegetation (left of shot). 
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Figure 22. A close up of the upper bend that was being hindered by the weirs 
(54.676898, -8.068823). As a bare minimum, removing the outside bend side of 
the weirs could encourage valuable flow and bed scour down that bank to develop 

a naturally maintained pool (white circle). 

Preserving and restoring natural processes to create habitat is invariably 

the best course of action for maximising the fish production and carrying 

capacity of a river. It is therefore far better to use habitat improvement 

techniques that work with the natural processes of scour and deposition to 

create and maintain both deep and shallower areas, rather than trying to 

fight the river, which will always win ultimately. 

In this situation, a range of actions could be taken to improve habitat: the 

ideal option would be removing all of the structures and introducing woody 

material to the channel. More modest improvements could entail making 

small alterations to the weirs to create pinch-points, rather than full-width 

weirs. The valuable run of bankside trees along the LB could be utilised to 

far better effect as cover and flow deflection if the predominant flow was 

allowed to pass closer to that bank where it naturally should, at the 

upstream end (Figure 22). This would also cause more flow to deflect back 

across to the RB side by the downstream end, where a feature tree/shrub 

could be planted to capitalise upon the improved flow.  
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Figure 23. At the upstream end of the section, good tree cover and woody material 
within the channel provided more natural, higher quality habitat. More woody 
material like this in other areas of the channel would greatly improve the habitat 

- and improve the angling prospects.  

The next location visited was downstream of Lough Eske, where numerous 

trout were observed to be milling around the outflow. Gravel had reportedly 

been installed into the LB side area upstream of the road bridge (Figure 

25), where signs of some possible redds were evident. Gravels downstream 

of the bridge also supported higher quality spawning habitat (i.e. where 

flow and water depth were more suitable) and definite redds were observed 

there (Figure 24). The overhanging trees created good shade and cover, 

providing increased security for the fish; trailing branches would improve 

things still further.  

It is not known what the intention was with the gravel introduction, whether 

it was intended to stay in place or move downstream, but what seems to 

be working as a gradual release downstream past the bridge. Often 

spawning riffle installation is judged on whether it remained there year on 

year when, in reality, it probably provides greater benefit as more mobile 

substrate that is cleaned and sorted as it gradually moves downstream. A 

static gravel bar (like the substrate upstream of a weir, within an 

impounded river reach) actually tends to become increasingly poor quality 

without that mobilisation and scouring. However, there is a question over 

whether augmenting gravel to mitigate the reduced supply downstream of 

a natural stillwater is habitat improvement or artificial enhancement.  
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Figure 24. Signs of redds were observed all over the gravel d/s of the bridge 
(54.686528, -8.049052). This could be from trout and sea trout moving up the 
river but could also be from trout dropping back downstream from the lough, which 

many lough populations are known to do. Salmon may also spawn here, but the 
peak of their activity would be expected to be later than the trout in the slightly 

deeper, higher velocity areas.  

 
Figure 25. The outflow from Lough Eske: fish were spotted all over this area, which 
had a predominantly bedrock substrate, contributed to by the natural sediment 

sink of the lough u/s. Gravel had reportedly been introduced to the LB side u/s of 
the bridge and there were signs of gravel and redds there.  
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4.1. Lowrymore River 

Basic inspection was made around the hydropower installation on the 

Lowerymore, where the channel was artificially split into two, with a fish 

pass installed to the RB channel. Access to the lower end of the pass was 

eased with boulders, loosely resembling a rock ramp easement. The 

structure was steeper than ideal but should improve access through a 

naturally impassable channel section (Figure 26). The LB channel had a 

raised concrete step at the downstream end with broken aluminium fence, 

both reportedly to encourage use of the fish pass/RB route. However, the 

metal fence had been washed over and provided limited function.  

The parameters of the pass through the RB channel upstream were outside 

current best practice of 30-45cm maximum height between pools, with 

some steps over twice that (Figure 27). A lack of offset, alternating notches 

reduced the potential efficacy of the pass through a lack of recirculation 

eddying to assist flow dissipation within the pools. The pools observed 

appeared to be of adequate length, if a little shallow owing to the bedrock. 

But it must be remembered that any fish passing this section of river are 

an artificial addition up a naturally impassable channel. A radial gate was 

present at the LB side of the weir at the upstream end, and this could 

potentially be opened to aid seaward migrating kelts or smolt migration 

(April-May) if fish became trapped in that area upstream of the weir.  

 
Figure 26. The downstream end of the fish pass, at the Lowerymore hydropower 

turbine (54.690508, -8.012942). Note the rocks eased access up the RB pass side, 
and the step and broken fence (foreground) to prevent fish accessing the dead-
end channel. Maintaining this infrastructure is an important action as fish spawned 

u/s will now likely home to those locations; something that was not a consideration 
before the pass gave unnatural access above the falls.  
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Figure 27. Many of the steps between pools were significantly higher than current 
best practice guidelines would recommend, but any fish passage here is already 
additional on a naturally impassable channel section.   

 

 
Figure 28. Looking u/s at the weir (54.6915000, -8.0114997): the aperture feeding 
the pass appeared to be at too high a level in comparison to the d/s pool to 

facilitate an easy swim-through, it discharges down onto the pool, rather than 
within, creating high velocity flow.  
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The flow feed to the pass was via an inverted T-plate aperture (Figure 29). 

It is understood that this is to restrict flow down the partial channel-width 

pass and reduce supercharging in high flow. However, the relatively small 

aperture is subject to increased water pressure and flow velocities as the 

river level increases upstream, reducing its passability to fish (particularly 

smaller/weaker fish). It is understood that the situation results from 

lowering the first weir downstream, which was undertaken as fish were 

being delayed there but, ideally, any kind of restricted orifice should 

discharge below the downstream water level to improve passability and 

maximise the dissipation of flow energy. The narrow-gauge metal used for 

the T-plate also had sharp angles and corners that are not ideal within a 

passage route as they could result in unnecessary damage to fish, 

particularly if the high velocities and perched plume of water encourage 

them to leap at it.  

 
Figure 29. What appeared to be an inverted T-plate (red shading) feeding the pass, 

with a narrow aperture creating high flow velocities, and with sharp/angular 
corners – not particularly fish friendly. Note the free-flow/fall of water to the pass, 
elevating flow velocities.  
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A photograph taken by River Eske Anglers in moderate flow highlighted the 

issue of supercharging within the pass/channel, with then flow spilling over 

the weir at either side and overwhelming the pass (Figure 30). This also 

highlights another potential issue if fish are drawn up the impassable but 

possibly attractive (in high flow) LB channel; an issue that would not have 

occurred before the fish pass led to migratory fish being produced in the 

upper river, where they will attempt to return to spawn.  As any fish passage 

past this point is artificial, the efficacy of the pass downstream is less of an 

issue than ensuring that any fish returning to spawn in the river upstream 

of the hydropower installation find the pass, are not drawn up the LB 

channel, can exit the pass to reach the river upstream, and that their 

progeny can easily migrate downstream without delay.  

 

 
Figure 30. At elevated flow, the weir and pass soon become overwhelmed, with a 
good proportion of the flow then passing down the dead-end, LB channel (right 
hand side of photo).  

At the next site upstream, significant in-channel work including dredging, 

and regrading of the RB with riverbed material, had been undertaken 

(Figure 31). The exact purpose was not completely clear, as the action will 

do little that is positive for the area. It may simply be misguided attempt to 

protect the bank. In reality, the gravel bank face will soon wash away, but 

until then will suppress colonisation of the area by vegetation. Similarly, the 

material dumped on top of the bank was likely to kill off much of the 

beneficial vegetation and rootstock that would ordinarily protect the bank. 

There are ways to effectively protect a bank, if absolutely necessary, but 

that is not one of them. In addition, this work liberated large volumes of 

fine sediment downstream, just ahead of spawning time, degrading 

substrate habitat quality, including potential spawning areas (Figure 32).  
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Figure 31. Inappropriate and counterproductive in-channel work that will suppress 
vegetation that could have provided bank protection (54.707612, -7.972077). The 

incohesive, inorganic material will be slow to revegetate, further exacerbating the 
lack of vegetation. 

 

 

 
Figure 32. Another impact of the in-channel work: fine sediment liberated from the 
dredging has been transported d/s and deposited, smothering the bed.  
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The channel in this area is typical of a low productivity, high-energy upland 

river, with a naturally active bed and lack of aquatic macrophytes (Figure 

33). Bankside trees provide valuable habitat and increase the potential for 

beneficial inputs of leaf litter (and associated nutrients) and invertebrates 

to the watercourse, naturally bolstering productivity. The habitat could be 

further improved by hinging the occasional willow or hazel branch down into 

or along the channel to provide additional cover structure. The mown LB 

would also be far better protected (and higher habitat quality) if an unmown 

buffer strip were left along the watercourse.  

 
Figure 33. Bankside trees could be hinged down into the channel to diversify flow 

and provide additional fish refuge and improve the quality of in-channel habitat. It 
would also be beneficial to leave an uncut buffer strip along the river in all areas.  

Around the furthest area upstream visited, the river valley lacked trees, 

almost certainly contributed to by a history of sheep grazing, as sheep will 

preferentially browse young shrubs (particularly willow). Some evidence of 

the issue was apparent from the greater number of willows present in areas 

where the sheep had been excluded for a long time.  

Areas of bank had been ineffectively revetted with large boulders, which are 

now failing (Figure 34 & Figure 35). This is often the case when large 

immobile and angular structures are placed into a river, as the flow simply 

deflects elsewhere, where the scouring and erosion issues are amplified. 

The channel, particularly bed material, then adjusts around the revetment 

and it fails, creating an even greater source of bank erosion. For this reason, 

it is far better to maintain treed and vegetated banks that are naturally 

resilient to erosion, using diffuse, green engineering techniques that 

dissipate flow energy to protect riverbanks, if necessary.  
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Bank protection should rarely be required on a naturally balanced river, but 

many factors can destabilise a channel and exacerbate rates of erosion. In 

this scenario, one major contributing factor was likely to be channel 

straightening and the presence of low-level weirs a short distance u/s 

(Figure 36 & Figure 37). The associated increased gradient and flow energy 

from straightening, coupled with interruption of sediment transport on this 

actively mobile substrate system will undoubtedly lead to issues with 

sediment supply downstream and contribute to destabilisation of the banks. 

This is yet another reason why full-width weirs are not a beneficial technique 

on a river and should eb removed. Any structures that are installed within 

a river should maintain a gap down to bed level in at least one area of the 

channel to maintain flow diversity and sediment transport.  

 
Figure 34. The LB rock armouring was already failing, but note the stability of the 

well vegetated, treelined RB. Some of the bankside willows could be hinged down 
into the channel over the pool areas d/s to provide additional fish cover.   
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Figure 35. Towards the u/s end of the armouring, several of the blocks had already 
been lost or moved and will exacerbate the erosion issues there (red ellipse).  

 

 

 

 
Figure 36. The lowest of several low-level weirs (red ellipse) and more rock 

armouring of the RB further d/s (54.719605, -7.954065). 
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Figure 37. A boulder weir that was exacerbating bank erosion, with high flow scour 
out around the sides. The interruption of sediment transport by the impoundment 

u/s and the full width structure also contributed to bed and bank instability d/s. 

It would be well worth trying to improve the amount of tree cover along the 

banks to diversify habitat, provide beneficial leaf input, and to improve bank 

stability. The addition of more leaf litter could help to increase productivity 

in the watercourse, providing additional nutrients and food for 

invertebrates. The cover from trees would also be beneficial in regulating 

temperature during the warmer months. If willows are included within the 

planting, some could ultimately be hinged into the river to provide naturally 

stable habitat features - as suggested for some of the existing willow trees 

further downstream.  

5. Summary and recommendations 

There are a range of actions that could be undertaken to improve the habitat 

provided by the River Eske, with good potential to improve the ecology and 

fishing prosects. As such, the following actions could be taken: 

• Figure 4 – Report pollution from culvert (54.655058, -8.10881).  

• Figure 7 – Seek agreement to reduce tree felling/maintenance u/s of 

Donegal town centre (54.656097, -8.104283). Instead, promote low 

overhanging and trailing cover. Also, retain an uncut marginal buffer 

along the riverbank, with the path maintained further back from the 

water’s edge.  

• Figure 9 – Approach landowner to replace drinking bay with 

alternative watering (54.657338, -8.098903). 
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• Figure 10 – Further investigation of the accessibility to fish and habitat 

potential of the Drumenny River (54.657303, -8.098195).  

• Figure 11 – Investigate source of fine sediment on small tributary 

(54.658993, -8.095465). 

• Figure 12 - Seek agreement to reduce tree felling/maintenance u/s of 

Donegal town (54.65914, -8.098043). Instead, promote low 

overhanging and trailing cover. 

• Figure 14 – Tree/limb hinging to provide more cover along the 

artificially revetted bank. 

• Figure 15 – Further investigation as to whether upstream and 

downstream fish passage could be improved at the abstraction weir 

(54.662262, -8.094572).  

• Figure 21 – it would be beneficial to remove the weirs upstream of 

the road bridge around 54.676593, -8.069152 and instead improve 

the section with more natural woody material features (see Tree 

hinging and lodged woody material). If removal is not agreeable 

initially, some of the benefits could be demonstrated by first removing 

a portion of the weirs, to reinstate more dynamic flow regime, bed 

scour and sediment transport. This could be complemented by hinging 

some of the LB trees into or along the channel. If required, WTT can 

provide further discussion and advice around this his potentially 

sensitive subject. It would also be beneficial to maintain an uncut 

buffer along the bank line, with a smaller angler access path located 

further back from the river, alongside the fence.  

• Figure 26. Seek maintenance of the fish deterrent at the downstream 

end of dead-end LB channel near the hydropower turbine (54.690508, 

-8.012942).  

• Figure 29 – Reducing the fluming of flow through the inverted T-plate 

could improve fish passage at the hydropower weir. Further 

improvements may also be possible to reduce the potential for 

damage to fish by the angular structure. Careful observation of the 

pool upstream should also be made during the peak smolt run to 

ensure fish are not delayed/accumulating upstream of the weir.  

• Figure 31 – Seek support in preventing inappropriate in-channel work, 

particularly around salmonid spawning time (54.707612, -7.972077). 

• Figure 32 – Hinging of bankside trees could be undertaken sparingly 

throughout the Lowrymore, in areas where there is a lack of low 

cover. This is also applicable for any other areas of the Eske 

catchment where past maintenance has removed low branches. 
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Planting of additional native trees would also be beneficial throughout 

the upper reaches of the Lowrymore that were visited.  

• Figure 33 – Seek a move away from rock armouring, that is unlikely 

to be effective on an active system like the upper Lowrymore, and a 

move to more natural methods, if necessary.   

• Figure 37 – As with boulder weirs d/s, remove at least a portion of 

the weir (minimum 1/3) to bed level, to reinstate more natural 

sediment transport. Full removal would be even better from a habitat 

perspective. This should also help to reduce the impact upon bank 

instability d/s. 

5.1. Planting 

It would be beneficial to undertake planting with a range of deciduous tree 

species in all open areas of the channel, particularly in the upper 

Lowerymore. In addition, selective planting of willow shrubs as 

whips/cuttings would be useful; on inside bends to encourage deposition or 

on outside bends to create cover feature trees or drive bed scour. Trees 

could be strategically placed to grow over and into the channel (possibly 

also providing material to be laid in at a future date) to diversify flow. This 

could aid some natural channel recovery in conjunction with a cessation of 

dredging.  

Being fast growing and easy to establish, willow planting could rapidly 

increase cover and provide material to be hinged into the channel in later 

years. Consideration should be given to the species used, with smaller shrub 

species like goat willow and sallow often working best for discrete habitat 

structures. 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 can be used. If undertaken during the 
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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. 

5.2. Tree hinging and lodged woody material 

Where low and trailing tree cover is lacking and multiple 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 38). It 

works particularly well with willow, elm, thorns (hawthorn or blackthorn) 

and hazel, but only willow will thrive with its canopy partially submerged.  

 
Figure 38. 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. 

6. Making it happen 

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 
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possibility of WTT staff conducting a practical visit or workshop. 

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, lodged woody 

material, willow laying etc.). 

o We can also provide advice and support in initiating and/or 

delivering any larger habitat enhancement projects.  

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.  
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