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1.0 Introduction 

This report is the output of a site visit undertaken by Tim Jacklin of the Wild 

Trout Trust (WTT) to the River Sence on 22nd February, 2023. Comments in 

this report are based on observations on the day and discussions with 

members of Gopsall Fly Fishing Club (www.gopsallflyfishingclub.com). 

Previous WTT advisory visits have been carried out for Gopsall Fly Fishing 

Club (GFFC) in 2004 and 2008 and in 2007 GFFC won the amateur category 

of the WTT & Orvis Conservation Award.  

Normal convention is applied throughout the report with respect to bank 

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

hand bank (RHB) whilst looking downstream. 

 

2.0 Catchment / Fishery Overview 

The River Sence rises near Ibstock in Leicestershire and flows south-west to 

join the River Anker near Atherstone (which subsequently flows into the 

Tame at Tamworth, then Trent upstream of Burton upon Trent); it is not to 

be confused with the other River Sence in Leicestershire, a tributary of the 

River Soar. 

Table 1 summarises the data collected by the EA for assessment of the 

quality of the Sence under the Water Framework Directive. The overall 

ecological status is ‘moderate’, driven by a moderate and poor score for 

macrophytes and phytobenthos (aquatic plants and algae) and phosphate 

respectively; scores for fish and invertebrates are ‘high’. 

River River Sence 

Waterbody Name Sence - Ibstock Bk to R Anker Water Body 

Waterbody ID GB104028046660 

Management 
Catchment Tame, Anker and Mease 

River Basin 
District Humber 

http://www.gopsallflyfishingclub.com/
https://www.wildtrout.org/assets/reports/2004Scence.pdf
https://www.wildtrout.org/assets/reports/Sence2008.pdf


Current Ecological 
Quality 

Overall status of Moderate ecological status (High for fish, High for Invertebrates, 

Moderate for Macrophytes and Phytobenthos Combined and Poor for Phosphate) – 
Assessment Cycle 3, 2019.  

U/S Grid Ref 
inspected SK3670305666 

D/S Grid Ref 
inspected SK3513003120 

Length of river 
inspected  ~3.5km 

Table 1 Summary of Water Framework Directive information https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-

planning/WaterBody/GB104028046660   

The reach inspected is from the A444 road bridge (Harris Bridge) upstream 

to Gopsall Road bridge at Congerstone (Figure 1). GFFC’s waters continue 

further upstream from this point but were not walked during this visit. 

GFFC have 45 members and stock the river twice during the trout fishing 

season with a total of up to 650 adult brown trout, which are distributed 

throughout the club’s waters.

https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/WaterBody/GB104028046660
https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/WaterBody/GB104028046660


 

 

Figure 1 Map of reach inspected (www.magic.defra.gov.uk)

Upstream 
limit 

Downstream 
limit 

http://www.magic.defra.gov.uk/


3.0 Habitat Assessment 

The habitat quality of the River Sence is compromised by the historic 

straightening of the river course (realignment). Figure 2 illustrates the 

extent to which this had occurred around the turn of the C19th but is a 

snapshot in time – alterations were carried out both before and after this 

time, for example, upstream of Temple Mill. The impacts of straightening the 

river course on habitat include: 

• A loss of meanders and the associated pool-and-riffle sequence. This 

equates to a direct loss of habitat favoured by adult trout (deeper 

pools) and habitat for spawning and juvenile trout (shallower, gravelly 

riffles supporting growth of water crowfoot). 

• A reduction in river length and increase in riverbed gradient. The 

increased gradient has been managed by the installation of multiple 

weirs (essentially steps in the riverbed) to dissipate the increased flow 

energy and prevent erosion. Unfortunately, the weirs are also 

detrimental to habitat by creating impoundments, reducing flow 

diversity and trapping sediment, promoting the growth of emergent 

vegetation (reeds and rushes). The weirs also obstruct fish 

movements. 

In addition to straightening, the cross-section of the river has been enlarged, 

making it wider and deeper (re-sectioning). Realignment and re-sectioning 

were carried out for land drainage – to provide outfall for field drains and to 

convey water away more quickly. A major drainage/dredging scheme 

reportedly took place on the Sence in 1948 (WTT advisory visit, 2004). 

Enlarging a river channel beyond its natural size promotes the deposition 

and accumulation of sediment on the bed and colonisation by emergent 

vegetation, creating an ongoing cycle of intervention (dredging) to maintain 

the original aims of the drainage works, and thus regular, damaging impacts 

on river habitat and reversal of natural recovery processes. Conversely, a 

channel of more natural proportions is able to convey the sediment supplied 

from upstream. 

 



 

Figure 2 OS Six-inch map series 1888-1913. Showing the extent of river straightening. The former meandering course is indicated and often followed by the parish boundary 

(dotted line). Further subsequent alterations to the course have occurred, e.g. above Temple Mill. (https://maps.nls.uk/geo/explore/side-by-side).  

https://maps.nls.uk/geo/explore/side-by-side


Unfortunately, this is something that recurs on the River Sence, most 

recently in March 2021 around Harris Bridge where the river was dredged, 

removing not only silt and emergent vegetation, but a substantial amount of 

gravel substrate (Photo 1 and Photo 2). The author is aware of two similar 

instances in the wider locality (one in 2016, one prior), and GFFC report 

dredging on a smaller scale occurring annually upstream of Temple Bridge. 

These operations create a lose-lose situation for all parties. From the land 

manager’s perspective, the dredging is costly, promotes the accumulation of 

sediment and in-channel vegetation, can increase summer flood risk when 

crops are in fields (due to the proliferation of in-channel vegetation) and 

reduces the value of the fishery. From the fishery and ecology perspective, 

the dredging causes direct damage to fish and invertebrate abundance, 

severely impacts habitat quality, limits angling access (steep banks) and 

quality, and limits the scope for long-term improvements. Suggestions for 

alternative approaches with mutual benefits are made in the 

Recommendations section. 

 

Photo 1 River Sence upstream of Harris bridge, February 2023 



 

Photo 2 River Sence upstream of Harris Bridge, during dredging works, March 2021 (Picture: Stephen Fry). 

 

Upstream of Temple Mill bridge, the river course is very straight and 

punctuated with weirs, most likely installed when the river was straightened 

to retain water levels (at low flows) and to manage the increased bed 

gradient and flow energy (at high flows). Downstream of the weirs are 

plunge pools from which gravel is scoured and deposited immediately 

downstream, forming a short section of shallow, gravelly, faster-flowing riffle 

habitat (Photo 3). These areas support the growth of water crowfoot (good 

habitat for river-flies, such as blue-winged olives) and are potential 

spawning areas for trout and grayling, although no evidence of trout redds 

was observed.  This type of beneficial habitat would be far more prolific on a 

natural river course, and there may be scope to increase it here (see 

Recommendations). 



 

Photo 3 A short section of riffle habitat downstream of a weir. 

However, the short section of good habitat downstream of the weirs is at the 

expense of long reaches upstream which are impounded and slow-flowing, 

where fine sediments are deposited (Photo 4). This favours the prolific 

growth of emergent vegetation (reeds and rushes) across the full width of 

the channel, greatly inhibiting access for angling from mid-summer onwards. 

The weirs are also the greatest influence on out-of-bank flows; their removal 

could greatly reduce inundation of the adjacent land in a single action, far 

better than any amount of dredging.  

The use of herbicide to control emergent vegetation was discussed. This may 

achieve some control in the short term but does not address the underlying 

issue described above. Written consent is required from the Environment 

Agency for herbicide use and it must be applied by a suitably qualified 

person. A short-term problem with herbicide is that whilst it kills plant top-

growth, it does not remove the rhizomes from beneath the water; that relies 

on scouring flow. In a low energy river (one which has lost its gradient due 

to weirs) scouring flow may not be achieved. 

A more sustainable approach would be to replace the weirs with a series of 

much smaller artificial riffles, effectively re-distributing the channel gradient 



and flow energy to increase the length of channel with conditions less 

favourable for reed growth (see Recommendations). 

 

Photo 4 Impounded reach upstream of the weir in Photo 3 

GFFC maintain access to the river by mowing and strimming one bank along 

most reaches, and by pruning trees and removing fallen limbs/trunks. It is 

important to balance this with retaining vegetation and fallen woody material 

for its habitat benefits. There is very little low cover over the water (within 

1ft of the water surface) along the fishery, with most low overhanging 

branches having been removed. Also, there were very few instances of 

woody material in the channel. The lack of such features means fewer 

holding areas for fish and increased risk of predation (for example by 

cormorants, which are frequently seen on the river). Cover could be 

improved by laying suitable trees/bushes into the river and retaining 

naturally occurring large woody material. The presence of woody material 

may also encourage lateral flow diversity which will help sort and transport 

fine sediment. 

Trees are important in shading the river and moderating water 

temperatures, which GFFC report reaching 27°C last summer, a lethal 

temperature for trout. Tree cover along the river is generally light; some 



areas (Photo 5) have good cover located on the south bank, but many areas 

are very open, for example Photo 6. Better shading will retain some areas of 

open water throughout the summer.  

 



 

Photo 5 Trees on the south bank shade the channel. 

 

Photo 6 Open section of river which would greatly benefit from more trees. 

 



Downstream of Bilstone Mill is a short section of river with some of the best 

habitat observed on the visit (Photo 7). The meandering planform has deep 

scour pools on the outside of bends with shallower riffle areas in between, 

illustrating the variety of depths, flow patterns and substrate-sorting that 

occurs in a channel with a relatively natural form. This short section shows 

the potential of the river if it were allowed to naturalise. 

Upstream of the mill the river is perched above the valley bottom and runs 

through a former mill pond, now silted and vegetated (Photo 8). At the mill 

is a sluice which remains open during the winter, but is closed during the 

trout season, backing-up the river and pushing flow through an overspill 

channel which bypasses the mill pond and section of river in Photo 7. 

The ’mill pond’ beat is reported to be one of the most prolific for trout 

catches on the fishery. This is likely due to a pooling of stock fish in this area 

above the closed sluice. Farmed trout are not adapted to life in the wild and 

when stocked into rivers do not persist for long periods of time, tending to 

be displaced downstream in a matter of weeks, particularly during higher 

flows. 

Unfortunately, during the short time that stocked trout are present in a 

river, they compete with wild trout for space and resources, impacting on 

their survival. Counterintuitively, reducing or ceasing to stock trout can lead 

to improved catch returns via a wild trout ‘dividend’; a number of case 

studies of clubs which have followed this route are available here 

www.wildtrout.org/content/trout-stocking#casestudies. The major benefit 

being that wild fish inhabiting a reach do not require barriers to retain them, 

they are there through choice and will remain year on year, also contributing 

to future generations with their offspring. This approach can be adopted 

gradually by reducing the numbers of fish introduced each season and 

monitoring catch returns. 

 

http://www.wildtrout.org/content/trout-stocking#casestudies


 

Photo 7 Downstream of Bilstone Mill 

 

Photo 8 Upstream of Bilstone Mill. 

 



4.0 Recommendations 

Given the historic loss of meanders from the Sence, a river restoration 

project of the kind carried out on the Dunston Beck and River Glaven would 

be the ideal. This would require a collaborative approach between 

landowners, GFFC and other partners and could be supported by future agri-

environment subsidies (for example, Environmental Land Management 

Schemes). GFFC should keep an eye out for any opportunities of this kind. 

A lesser intervention that would improve river habitat in the sections which 

are currently subject to dredging is the creation of a two-stage channel. This 

would involve reprofiling the cross-section of the river channel as shown in 

Figure 3, to create a narrower low-flow channel within a widened, larger 

cross-section. The low-flow channel would be self-cleansing, in that the flow 

energy would prevent fine sediment from settling out, restricting reed 

growth. The low bench alongside the low-flow channel would be accessible 

for mowing a small access track, set back from the river’s edge (potentially 

by GFFC with existing equipment), to improve angling access and provide 

the same or increased capacity to contain elevated flows.  

On the sections with weirs, their removal would free up gradient within the 

channel to install several constructed riffles (Figure 4). Constructing these at 

an angle across the channel will push flow towards the banks and this can be 

alternated. This would increase flow and depth diversity and sediment 

sorting, helping to create discrete areas of emergent vegetation (rather than 

blanket coverage) and maintain areas of open water. Such intervention 

could be done in conjunction with narrowing the low-flow channel, for 

example with brushwood berms, or simply allow the channel to narrow 

naturally. 

 

https://dysonfarming.com/dunston-beck-update/
https://www.wildtrout.org/content/river-glaven


 

 

Figure 3 Potential two-stage channel for currently dredged sections. Ideally the low-flow channel should be sinuous in planform (lower diagram). The bench (shaded green) 

could be continuous on one bank, both banks or alternate. 

 



 

 

Figure 4 Removing the weirs along straightened sections of river would create the opportunity to construct several riffles. Riffles could be constructed on their own or in 

conjunction with narrowing the low-flow channel (with or without excavating a bench), this could mimic a pool-riffle sequence and change the habitat to one less favourable 

for reed growth. 

 



Other general recommendations: 

• Continue monitoring river water quality via the Angling Trust Water 

Quality Monitoring Network and consider the Riverfly Partnership 

scheme www.riverflies.org. 

• Carry out extensive tree planting to provide future shade over the 

river channel and valuable wood/leaf inputs, having regard to aspect 

(plant on south banks). Consider using fast growing shrubs, such as 

goat willow or hazel, planted near the toe-of-bank. 

• Retain low cover over the water, promoting an uncut buffer along the 

length of the watercourse and leave fallen woody material in place to 

provide cover and habitat. 

• Where suitable trees occur alongside the brook, ‘hinge’ them into the 

channel to improve cover for fish, particularly juvenile salmonids. 

Suitable trees have a stem diameter up to c.15cm (often previously 

coppiced hazel or alder). Hinging is carried out by making a back-cut 

in the trunk near the base and folding the tree over leaving it attached 

to its stump, in a similar way to hedge laying. Areas where this is 

beneficial include alongside pools and glides, particularly those lacking 

in low cover (Photo 9).  

 

Photo 9 Example of ‘hinging’ to provide low cover over the water. 

 

http://www.riverflies.org/


Please note: Works to the river may require prior written consent, either in-

channel or within 8 metres of the bank; the responsible bodies are either the 

Environment Agency (EA) for main river or the Local Lead Flood Authority 

(usually County Council) for non-main river. Works within a SSSI require 

written permission from Natural England. 

5.0 Additional Information 

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 debris, 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:   

http://www.wildtrout.org/content/library   
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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. 

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

