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Key issues 

• The river is disconnected from its floodplain by a levee, and flows within 

an incised and straightened channel. The removal of the levee must be 

undertaken to achieve sustainable habitat restoration and floodplain re-

connection. 

• The river lacks any significant bedform variation. Natural 

hydrogeomorphic processes should be allowed to prevail to naturally 

diversify in-channel habitat and the bedform. 

• Much of the river has poor habitat. Habitat enhancement measures 

could be used to enhance the river’s low-flow channel and sinuosity. A 

relatively simple bank re-profiling scheme could be worked-up between 

the landowner, the Wildlife Trust and the Wild Trout Trust for delivery 

under the emerging Greater Cambridge Chalkstreams Project.  

• A lack of marginal vegetation due to the use of herbicide control was 

observed in the lower reaches of the visit. The river is also particularly 

devoid of fallen woody debris. Dialogue should be established with the 

Environment Agency about a more environmentally sensitive 

management regime, particularly one that works better with the river’s 

natural processes and seeks to retain fallen woody material where it 

poses no flood risk. 

• A management plan should be agreed so that important trees are 

retained for their shade benefit, and others are managed to allow light 

to the river where beneficial. Tree planting should be considered to 

diversify the species and height structure present. 

• The gravel bed throughout the majority of the visit is unsuitable for trout 

to spawn upon due to the high fine sediment content. 
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1.0 Introduction 

This report is the output of a site visit undertaken by Rob Mungovan of the 

Wild Trout Trust to the River Granta near to Stapleford, Cambridgeshire. The 

landowner was present for the duration of the visit, as was a representative 

from the Cam Catchment Partnership and the Wildlife Trust for Bedfordshire, 

Cambridgeshire and Northants (WiT). The visit was undertaken on the 1st July 

2020. Comments in this report are based on observations on the day of the 

visit and its known history. The purpose of the visit was to advise on the 

suitability of the river for wild brown trout, and to consider measures that 

could be implemented to improve habitat for trout and other biodiversity.  

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. 

 

2.0 Catchment Overview 

Table 1 summarises the Water Framework Directive (WFD) data for the River 

Granta. The overall classification is ‘moderate’ ecological status. Parameters 

that make up the classification include ‘moderate for macrophytes and 

phytobenthos, ‘good’ for fish and ‘high’ for invertebrates. But with ‘poor’ for 

phosphates resulting from waste water treatment. 

The Granta is a medium sized (29km long) chalkstream with a brown trout 

population expected to be present throughout its length. The catchment falls 

mainly within the East Anglian Chalk National Character Area. It has a chalk 

geology overlain with deposits of clay, sand and flint gravel. The main land 

use is intensive arable cultivation, yet a few river valley meadows remain 

together with wet woodland alder carr. The length of river visited was buffered 

by broad grassland strips. The steep nature of the hills forming the upper parts 

of the catchment make the river prone to run-off which has caused flooding 

to parts of Stapleford village in the past (i.e. The Rose pub).  

The Granta has been modified by humans for centuries. The upstream parish 

of Babraham is reported to have some of the only floated water meadows in 

Cambridgeshire. It is possible that water meadows of some form continued 

downstream to Stapleford, and that maybe the origin of the river’s 

straightened form together with an off-take channel which loops back to the 
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river via Bury farm (see map 1). Sadly, historical maps do not show detail to 

when these changes came to be. Today the valley is affected by over-

abstraction and riverside land is relatively dry. The lower reaches of the Granta 

suffer from low-flows due to the porous nature of the geology. In 2019 the 

river ran dry in Stapleford and it is very probable that the reach visited was 

also dry. At the time of the visit, the river was experiencing a period of 

‘Prolonged Dry Weather’ leading to ‘Below Normal’ ground water levels (EA 

Water Situation Report, June 2020) resulting in low river flows once again.  

 Waterbody details 

River River Granta 

WFD Waterbody Name Granta 

Waterbody ID GB105033037810 

Management Catchment Cam and Ely Ouse 

River Basin District Anglian 

Current Ecological Quality Overall classification of Moderate for 2016    

U/S Grid Ref inspected TL 47720 51272 

D/S Grid Ref inspected TL 47720 51272 

 Length of river inspected  1.1km 

Table 1 Data from https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-

planning/WaterBody/GB105033037810 

https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/WaterBody/GB105033037810
https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/WaterBody/GB105033037810
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Table 2 Data from https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-

planning/WaterBody/GB105033037810 

 

 

https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/WaterBody/GB105033037810
https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/WaterBody/GB105033037810
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Map 1 – The length of the River Granta visited. Red arrow is upper limit, blue arrow is 

downstream limit. Green stars represent the reach with better marginal habitat © Ordnance 

Survey. 

 
 

The landowner controls just over 1km of LB and uses the land for arable 

farming. Parcels of land are left aside for wildlife and have been re-sown to 

increase biodiversity (pic 1). Such parcels of riverside land could be suitable 

to take flood water combined with wetland creation.  

 
Pic 1 – An example of a parcel of land left for wildlife. 
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The EA undertakes maintenance of the river under its permissive powers. The 

landowner has confirmed that he pays the EA each year under their General 

Drainage Charge. In spring 2019 woody debris clearance took place which 

then appeared to have been followed by the application of herbicide to control 

selected vegetation growth. The evidence of that work was apparent (pic 2 & 

pic 3) with piles of brushwood on top of the bank and an unusual absence of 

marginal plants at some locations.  

 
Pic 2 – A stand of dead common reed (red oval), note how the plant continues to grow 

immediately downstream. 
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Pic 3 – Woody material piled on the top of bank. 

 

The river is not fished by any angling clubs and is generally remote from the 

public. It is not known to have been stocked with any fish species in recent 

years. The confluence with the River Cam is 1.64km downstream but the EA’s 

gauging station presents a barrier to the movement of most fish species 

preventing migration upstream.  

No signs of water voles were seen, but they were not specifically looked for. 

Water voles have been recorded above the upper limit of the visit’s extent and 

the habitat is generally suitable for them. Otter spraints were found. Otters 

are known to be very active along the Granta. Otters and water voles, as well 

as their habitat, receive full legal protection under the Wildlife and Countryside 

Act, 1981. A mink monitoring raft was also observed. 

 

3.0 Habitat Assessment 

The form of the river in its lower reaches is one of a small shallow stream 

~3.5m wide, with a depth rarely >0.3m. The river sits in an unnaturally 

straight and deeply incised channel with ~2m from water level to the top of 

bank (pic 4). 
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Pic 4 – The river runs in an incised channel with little marginal vegetation. 

 

In the lower reaches the river lacks extensive marginal vegetation, only 

occasional poorly growing stands of reed canary grass are present. It is 

believed that the EA’s spraying of herbicide has removed vegetation. One 

would expect shallow well-lit gravel margins to be dominated by vegetation 

throughout the length of the visit. Stands of dead common reed were observed 

(pic 2, above) which contrasted to dense stands of common reed and branched 

bur reed observed a short distance upstream (pic 5).  

The bed of the river is formed from unsorted gravel smothered by fine 

sediment and algae (pic 6). In the absence of macrophytes (higher class plants 

which compete against algae for nutrients), and as a result of the bright 

sunlight (compounded by an absence shading marginal vegetation), algae 

dominates the riverbed. This is detrimental to the invertebrate community, 

and in turn the river’s fish population. Importantly with regard to brown trout, 

clean gravels with void spaces between the particles are required to facilitate 

spawning. The female fish excavates a shallow depression in the riverbed (the 

redd) and spawns onto the gravel mound produced immediately downstream. 

The eggs are promptly covered by further gravel which should be free of fine 

particles to allow a through-flow of water which oxygenates the eggs 

(Illustration 1). Poorly sorted gravel choked with algae and fine sediment will 
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prevent trout from spawning. It will also be detrimental to coarse fish species 

such as dace and chub. 

 
Pic 5 – A healthy stand of common reed providing important marginal cover. 

 

 
Pic 6 – The riverbed is smothered by algae and unsuitable to trout to spawn upon. 
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Illustration 1 – The life cycle of the brown trout. 

 

In the middle reach of the visit, the river lost the feel of a ‘maintained drain’ 

and supported a greater diversity of marginal and aquatic vegetation including 

pendulous sedge, great willowherb and grasses growing upon exposed gravel 

bars (pic 7). The plants enhance the river’s ability to adapt to variation of flow 

types, and ultimately improve flow diversity, sinuosity, and the river’s ability 

to transport and sort fine sediment. Encouragingly, there are areas of clean 

gravel (pic 8), with marginal vegetation providing shade and a narrowing of 

the channel. This forces the river’s velocity to increase which in turn cleanses 
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the gravel. The trailing of collapsed marginal vegetation (pic 9) is important, 

providing cover at water level for a range of fish species, especially trout which 

will lie in surprisingly shallow water when cover is present. 

 
Pic 7 – Where exposed to light, gravel shoals are vegetated unlike further downstream. 

 

 
Pic 8 – Where the river has good marginal cover it ran swiftly with relatively clean gravel. 
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Pic 9 – Extensive stands of trailing marginal reed canary grass are present in contrast to the 

reach downstream. 

 

The river is relatively devoid of trees. The most significant riparian trees are 

veteran willows (pic 10) and with occasional ash. Stands of blackthorn as 

developing hedges (pic 11) are present and have the potential to cast dense 

shade.  Trees are important for rivers, with their canopies providing summer 

shade which aids water temperature regulation (providing a degree of climate 

change resilience). A high number of terrestrial invertebrates inhabit tree 

canopies and some of those will fall on to the water to become food for fish. 

Trees also drop organic matter into rivers (whether it be leaves, twigs or larger 

limbs) which provide valuable structure, cover and food for aquatic 

invertebrates, initiating nutrient cycling and increasing the diversity of food 

webs. Tree roots are also crucial in maintaining bank cohesion and stability.  
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Pic 10 – A veteran willow tree grows together with ash trees providing important bank 

stability and shade. 

 

 
Pic 11 – A shading blackthorn hedge is less likely to drop woody material into the channel, 

but it offers an opportunity to hinge-cut limbs to trail at water level providing cover and flow 

diversity. 
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The occurrence of fallen sticks, branches and tree limbs, together with the 
organic matter that they collect, can look unsightly to some but the presence 

of such material is important in rivers. Collectively such material is referred to 
as Large Woody Material (LWM). LWM also provides underwater cover, 

offering protection for fish against otters or fish-eating birds. LWM can also 
provide natural flow deflection which may locally increase a river’s velocity 

assisting the cleansing of the gravel bed. Where LWM presents no flood risk it 
should be retained as it improves hydraulic roughness. Where possible, fallen 

trees should be secured in the river margins to provide cover. There is scope 
for this given the lack of development on the immediate floodplain especially 

if combined with land-lowering to encourage floodplain connection to existing 
wildlife areas. The only LWM present was a single log lodged across the 

channel (pic 12). 
 

 
Pic 12 – Even a single log lodged across the channel provides cover and flow diversity as it 

forces flow against the bed. 
 

In general, the length visited lacked any significant bedform variation. This 
limits the deep pool habitat necessary for adult trout to reside in, forcing them 

to occupy habitat used by parr. Any deep habitat present contained silt and 
filamentous algae (pic 13).  
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Pic 13 – Silt and filamentous algae dominates the bed of deeper reaches. 

 

Bedform variation can be initiated by LWM, especially fallen trees. LWM can 

force water against the bed or banks resulting in scour and sediment transport 

and deposition. When a river’s flow connects to its floodplain it is able to drop 

its load of fine sediment upon the land, removing it from the river resulting in 

less siltation and healthier river habitats.  

If hydrogeomorphic processes are allowed to prevail in a river its sinuosity will 

increase, and a pool and riffle sequence is likely to develop in a dynamic 
equilibrium with the gradient and sediment transport. A pool and riffle 

sequence is important in a river as it naturally diversifies the flow and provides 
habitat for juvenile trout (within the shallow riffles) keeping them from 

competing with (or from being eaten by) adult trout. The gravel is well-sorted, 
and free of excessive fine sediment providing invertebrate diversity and 

multiple spawning opportunities not just for trout but other fish species too.  
 

The river is embanked by a levee on its LB (pic 14).  By removing material 

that was once beneath water and placing it above water (on the floodplain) 
the capacity of the floodplain has been reduced by the corresponding volume 

of spoil excavated from the river. Levees prevent rivers from connecting with 
their floodplains and stop water flowing back to a river. The adjacent arable 

land had flooded this winter and the water became ponded behind the levee. 
It may be possible to utilise the spoil levees to create new marginal features. 

Some spoil may even contain enough gravel to enable the restoration of 
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features such as riffles. When scoping any habitat enhancement or 
restoration, the removal and/or use of the spoil levees must be considered to 

achieve floodplain re-connection. There may be potential for floodplain re-
connection and/or wetting by tributary ditches, to parcels of land without 

increasing flood risk to the wider area (pic 15). 
 

 
Pic 14 – The river is embanked by a levee (red arrow). 

 

 
Pic 15 - Land that may be suitable for floodplain re-connection and wetland creation. A ditch 

runs along the tree line (blue arrow). 
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Occasional plants of water crowfoot are present (pic 16) suggesting that even 

in a low-flow year, the river has the capacity to sustain flow-sensitive plants. 

Water crowfoot provides important structure for retaining a head of water, 

creating flow diversity, increasing cover, and as spawning substrate for many 

coarse fish, as well as habitat and food for numerous invertebrate species. 

The plant is typical of clean, swift-flowing rivers. Trout are frequently found in 

rivers and streams with water crowfoot. Lesser water parsnip grew from the 

bed at some points. In places, the river has the feel of an attractive 

chalkstream with clean gravel and bright water plants.  

 

 
Pic 16 – The river runs swiftly in places, partly due to locally increased gradient but also due 

to marginal vegetation speeding up the flow.  

 

Near the upper most point of the visit, an evolving vegetated berm narrows 
the channel providing an important sink point for fine sediment (pic 17). 

Without vegetation colonising and stabilising the sediment, it would be 
deposited on the riverbed. The development of natural vegetated berms 

reflects insufficient flow energy within the dredged and overwide channel, and 

a return to proportions governed by the flow available, effectively enabling a 
low-flow channel to evolve. This improves a river’s resilience to climate 

change, especially prolonged periods of drought. It is important that natural 
processes are able to prevail, especially in periods of low flow. High flows may 
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scour away berms leaving a widened river cross-section, with the potential for 
the process to repeat depending on flow experienced over time.  
 

 
Pic 17 - Note lesser pond sedge growing from the side ditch (blue arrow). It was not present 

in the main river. Brooklime also occurs at this location, and together with branched bur 

reed behind is establishing a vegetated berm.  

 

The non-native invasive plant, Himalayan balsam was observed occasionally 

in the river’s margins (pic 18). The plant has the capacity to establish dense 

monocultures to the detriment of native plants. Himalayan balsam is an 

annual plant and spreads by seed dispersal from ‘exploding’ seed capsules. 

Whilst the plant is in low numbers it is recommended that it is removed by 

hand-pulling before its seed capsules develop (by around mid-August). Failure 

to prevent the plant from dominating may result in bank erosion. Once the 

plant dies back in winter it leaves no cover or root mass to bind the banks. A 

single stand of Japanese knotweed was observed along the access track. 

Japanese knotweed is another non-native plant which is highly invasive and 

should be eradicated immediately before it is spread. For more information 

refer to https://www.gov.uk/guidance/prevent-japanese-knotweed-from-

spreading 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/prevent-japanese-knotweed-from-spreading
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/prevent-japanese-knotweed-from-spreading
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Pic 18 – Himalayan balsam plants (red arrows) were occasionally seen. 

 

It is concerning that no brown trout (only minnows) were observed. The low 

flow, in addition to long lengths of degraded habitat with potentially low 

oxygen concentrations, are likely to have restricted their distribution. 

Furthermore, the poor habitat quality and lack of water would have left all fish 

species vulnerable to predation. It should be noted that brown trout can still 

be found upstream in Hildersham and Linton. The return of better flow will do 

much to rectify some of the Granta’s problems but fundamentally at this 

location, the river requires habitat restoration and better floodplain connection 

if it is to function properly and provide a range of niches for the biodiversity 

that it should be able to support.  

 

 

4.0 Recommendations 

The use of herbicide to control vegetation is not considered to provide any 

significant level of flood protection, it is simply moving water downstream. 

The removal of marginal plants will negatively impact upon bank stability, fine 

sediment input and biodiversity. Herbicide causes the decomposition of a plant 

in situ, consuming oxygen from the water, placing a further unnecessary 

stress upon the diminished flow of the river. The repeated use of herbicide is 

thought to be the reason for the reduced occurrence of marginal plants. 
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The lower reaches of the river showed little flow diversity, lacked LWM and 

had very limited marginal vegetation. Furthermore, the river as a whole lacks 

sinuosity. That is a consequence of the river having been realigned. Measures 

to enhance and increase sinuosity such as re-grading (pic 19) combined with 

realignment, flow deflectors and tethered LWM should be considered as 

restoration approaches. 

 
Pic 19 - Tall-and-steep banks can be pushed down and out into the channel to enhance low-

flows. Alluvium-rich spoil may need to be retained behind a brushwood barrier. 

 

Floodplain re-connection must also be an objective for sustainable river 

restoration. It may also aid local aquifer recharge. The removal of levees is 

relatively simple to achieve (pic 20).  
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Pic 20 – The Cam at Trumpington Meadows had part of its levee removed to enable 

floodplain re-connection. 

 

The tree cover is limited and could benefit from new planting to diversify the 

range of species. For example, quick growing shrubs like sallows planted at 
water level will result in flow deflection and a slowing of the flowing. The 

planting of common alder will increase root structure and may ultimately 
increase bed scour through local flow deflection. Retained trees could be 

managed to diversify the height structure and the number of limbs trailing at 

water level. Tree-hinging (pic 21) is a technique favoured by the Wild Trout 
Trust for delivering instant woody cover. Trees (large or small) are cut to 

produce an effect similar to hedge laying. Species such as willow and hazel 
respond particularly well. Laying retains a living hinge that secures the cut 

stem to the tree stump so structural strength is retained. With the tree-top 
laid at water level, it provides excellent over-head cover, flow deflection and, 

if beneath the surface, increased habitat for aquatic invertebrates and cover 
for fish against predators. 
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Pic 21 -This willow limb has been hinge-cut to lay at water level. 

 

Sediment retention could be increased through the use of brushwood ledges. 

These features can be created following tree works. A brushwood ledge 

provides complex cover at, and below, water level. Brash from tree thinning 

is pinned against the bank in alternating directions or increasing stem 

thickness, and is securely wired down or held with battens. The brushwood 

lattice provides niches for invertebrates and small fish, can create sinuosity, 

aids silt entrainment and provides a rooting substrate for plants to establish. 

In time (~3yrs) a brushwood ledge will become a vegetated berm if exposed 

to full sunlight.  
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Pic 22 – A low-level brushwood ledge. 

 

The Himalayan balsam control should be undertaken whilst it is at low levels.  

The River Granta upstream of Stapleford is a degraded chalkstream with much 

potential to be enhanced to bring biodiversity gain, better flood risk 

management to the village of Stapleford whilst improving its aesthetics. The 

fact that fish were observed (albeit not trout) is encouraging and points to its 

potential. It would not take too much effort to improve the river through the 

adjustment of its banks, management of the tree stock and the fixing of LWM 

to kick-start natural processes. The WTT could work with the landowner and 

WiT to produce a project proposal.  

 

5.0 Making it Happen 

 
It is a legal requirement that (most) works to ‘Main River’ sites like the River 

Granta require written EA consent prior to their implementation, either in-

channel or within 8 metres of the bank. 
 

The Wild Trout Trust can provide further assistance in the following ways: 
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• Assisting with the preparation and submission of an Environmental 
Permit to the EA, or by identifying appropriate exemptions to take 

forward small-scale habitat improvement works. 
• Running training days to demonstrate the techniques described in this 

proposal. 
 

We have 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 material, enhancing fish stocks 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. 
 

The WTT website library has a wide range of materials in video and PDF format 
on habitat management and improvement: 

www.wildtrout.org/content/library  

 

6.0 Acknowledgement 

 
The WTT would like to thank the Environment Agency for supporting the 

advisory and practical visit programme in England, through a partnership 

funded using rod licence income. 

 

7.0 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. 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. 

http://www.wildtrout.org/shop/products/rivers-working-for-wild-trout-dvd
http://www.wildtrout.org/content/library

