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Key findings 

 Although impacted by past maintenance work, the river has plenty 

of potential to produce and hold wild trout and can be further 

improved by some simple habitat improvement works. 

 Spawning habitat was observed in several locations throughout the 

upper river section and immediately downstream of the large weir, 

where salmonid redds were observed.  

 Good spawning and juvenile habitat is also available on other 

sections u/s of Seven AC waters. 

 Fine sediment input is impacting upon the quality of river bed 

habitats. 

 Beneficial large woody material appears to be entering the 

watercourse and should be retained to promote the wide range of 

habitat benefits it provides (including gravel sorting). 

 To preserve vital and lacking habitat types, pruning of trees or low 

branches should be avoided. 

 Stocking appears to be having no discernible benefit to catch rates 

and very often has a detrimental impact upon wild trout fish stocks.  

 Catch records showing very high rates of catch and release make 

Seven AC well placed to develop a wild trout fishery, without the 

need for stocking.  
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1.0 Introduction 

This report is the output of a site visit to the River Seven, undertaken by 

Gareth Pedley of the Wild Trout Trust, at the request of the Seven Angling 

Club (SAC). Also present on the day of the visit were Jim Rowe (SAC), John 

Shannon of the East Yorkshire Rivers Trust (EYRT) and Shaun McGinty, local 

Environment Agency (EA) fisheries officer. 

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. The Ordnance Survey National Grid Reference 

system is used for identifying any specific locations. Upstream and 

downstream references are often abbreviated to u/s and d/s, respectively. 

 

2.0 Catchment and fishery overview 

The River Seven rises in the North Yorkshire Moors, flowing in a southerly 

direction to meet the River Rye, between Brawby and Little Habton. The 

bedrock geology of the upper catchment comprises mudstone, siltstone, 

and sandstone, which are overlain by alluvial sands and gravels. Further 

down the catchment, towards Cropton, limestone and calcareous grit and 

sandstones become more prominent, providing some pH buffering and 

naturally increasing the productivity of the middle river.  

Seven AC control control a section of the middle river, just south of 

Sinnington Village, with the section walked extending from the A170 road 

bridge to a short distance d/s of Sinnington Trout Farm. Around this area, 

the surface geology transitions from the alluvial sands and gravel of the 

upper river, to finer lacustrine sands and silt of the Vale of Pickering (once 

a large glacial lake). A combination of this change in soil type and depth 

(becoming deeper and more friable), along with past channel realignment 

and maintenance, account for the river’s change in character around this 

point, becoming more incised between higher banks than many reaches 

further u/s. The fine nature of the riverbank materials here, and the sandy 

nature of the upper catchment, makes them highly susceptible to erosion if 

not adequately vegetated. These are notable factors in the high sand and 

sediment component of river bed materials throughout Seven AC waters.  

Seven AC waters support both trout (Salmo Trutta) and grayling (Thymallus 

thymallus), along with eels (Anguilla anguilla), lamprey (Lampetra fluviatilis 

and L. planeri) and other smaller species of less consequence to angling but 

contributing to the food chain. The lower section of the fishery, below a very 

large, impassable weir, is likely to also support the occasional coarse fish. 

However, the fishery primarily provides angling for salmonids, with the 

waters lying within what would be considered the trout and grayling zone. 
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3.0 Habitat Assessment  

The river was walked from the A170 road bridge, progressing downstream. 

Looking down from the bridge, it became immediately apparent that 

historical maintenance had been undertaken on the bankside trees, as seen 

by coppice stools and pruned branches (Fig. 1). It was unclear whether this 

was past flood defence maintenance work (being close to the road) or to 

improve angler access. Either way, the result is the same, reduced low and 

trailing tree cover.  

Channel clearance is a common issue on angled waters and is invariably 

undertaken with the best intentions; however, it is the areas of natural, 

very low/trailing cover that provide real habitat benefits for trout. Shade 

and higher level cover is important in regulating water temperatures but 

once a canopy is lifted much above the water level the habitat benefit as 

refuge and fish-holding structure is greatly reduced. It is therefore vital to 

consider that, the presence of those low/trailing branches is in all probability 

the reason that fish hold there. If those branches are removed to ease 

fishing access, it is likely that the fish will leave in search of better habitat. 

This action thereby actually reduces the fish-holding capacity of a river and 

reduces angling opportunity. Fortunately, many species will regrow from a 

coppice and, providing they are allowed to do so, the low, dense cover that 

regenerates can, in time, replace the habitat that is lost. 

Figure 1. Signs of past tree pruning as evident by coppiced stool (red circle). 
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Just d/s of the bridge, a collapsed willow remains rooted within the channel, 

providing a naturally secure in-channel structure. Fish will utilise this 

structure as cover and shelter from high flows and predators. The slower 

water in the lee of the structure encourages beneficial deposition of woody 

material and sediment that will maintain the channel to an appropriate 

width for the flows it receives. Naturally maintained channel width (in this 

case narrowing/pinching) helps focus flows in the deeper run along the LB 

transporting substrate through that area, thereby preventing the pool from 

shallowing through sediment deposition over time.  

Figure 2. Beneficial large woody material within the channel. Again, note the signs of pruning on the 

bank (red circle) 

High quality riffle and pool habitat was observed in various areas throughout 

the upper section, providing valuable habitat for juvenile salmonids. 

However, the overall habitat quality was somewhat reduced by the 

continued lack of low and trailing cover in areas that would otherwise 

provide much higher quality habitat. Some of the low branches may have 

been washed out in high flows but the consistency of this lack of low cover 

again suggests historical pruning. Trailing alder roots provide some cover 

and structure but reinstating areas of low branches would be greatly 

beneficial.  
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Figure 3. A nice riffle along the far (LB), although the lack of low cover reduces the habitat quality 

of the area. 

Large woody material was present in the channel at several locations and 

greatly enhance the habitat of those areas. What may at first seem to be 

unwanted flood debris often provides a wide range of habitat benefits. 

Figure 4 depicts a log that has been trapped against the upstream side of a 

tree, this in turn has trapped a large tree stump; together they provide 

valuable cover and flow diversity, creating several different additional 

habitat types in one small area, increasing the number of fish that area can 

support.  

A large branch lodged across the river further demonstrates the benefit of 

such structures (Fig. 5 & 6). The constriction of flows (probably assisted by 

flood debris trapped there at higher flows) has forced scour down into the 

bed, creating an area of increased depth and sorting the substrate by size. 

This is a vital river process as, over time, finer materials transported on 

lower flows tend to accumulate over the coarser bed material, greatly 

reducing the quality of that habitat. Scouring at higher flows then re-

mobilises and sorts the bed material, with the largest/heaviest material 

being carried the shortest distance and the finest material being carried the 

furthest. In this way, a river with active geomorphology maintains a nicely 

graded bed with the different substrate sizes providing a range of habitat 

types, optimising the number of organisms the river can support. In 

contrast, uniform habitat usually mean less biodiversity and less fish. 
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Figure 4. An area of relatively uniform channel that is naturally diversified and enhanced by the 

accumulation of woody material against a tree. Note the slacker back-eddy areas immediately u/s 

and d/s of the structure (green circles), and the flow diversity/food lane (blue circle), in addition to 

the physical cover provided. Each of these aspects could hold a different fish, in an area that might 

otherwise have held one or no fish.

Figure 5. Clean, well-sorted gravel (foreground): a result of downward scour created by the branch 

across the channel (background). Lifts of well-sorted gravel are prime locations for invertebrates 

and spawning, with water percolating through the gravel maintaining an adequate oxygen supply. 
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Figure 6. Similar bed scour to Fig. 5 but this time creating valuable flow diversity and focussing flow 

down the far bank. 

Some areas do not currently provide the habitat diversity and quality they 

naturally should. Past tree maintenance (Fig. 7 & 8), as evident by uniform 

size/age structure and multiple stems (signifying past coppicing), along with 

long sections of uniform width, straightened channel (Fig. 8).  

Long uniform pools offer some habitat for larger fish but cannot hold the 

size range or numbers of fish sizes possible in the same length of diverse 

pool and riffle channel with good cover. Trout are territorial and will chase 

away intruders, but with increased structure and flow diversity, more 

discrete territories exist, supporting a greater number of fish in the same 

space. In the uniform sections, occasional alder roots provide the only real 

cover and structure (Fig. 9). The general lack of structure and flow diversity 

is also inhibiting natural recovery of the channel, reducing the occurrence 

of discrete scour and deposition that is required to reshape the channel. 

Valuable coarse bed material is currently transported straight through those 

sections at high flows with fine sediment/silt then deposited at lower flows.  

Coppicing trees is a valuable management technique and can be used to 

good effect, but it should be used sparingly, so as not to denude areas or 

simplify habitat so it’s all the same. Selective coppicing of individual trees 

or stems within a mature, previously over-coppiced stand can, however, 

encourage new, low-level regrowth and begin to rectify the issue.  
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Figure 7. Note the expanse of uniform flow and lack of cover. This area could be improved by 

introducing woody material to the channel and selective coppicing to encourage low-level regrowth. 

Figure 8. Straightened, uniform channel that has been subjected to mass coppicing at some point in 

the past (as evident by regular, multiple stems growing from the base). The regrowth is now all 

mature and creating uniform shading with very little low-level canopy cover. The channel is also 

lacking structure and flow diversity that is limiting recovery from past straightening/dredging. 
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Figure 9. The only notable areas of cover within the straightened, heavily coppiced section depicted 

in Fig. 8 are provided by occasional trailing alder roots. 

The bend at the d/s end of the long straightened section causes faster flows 

along the walled/reinforced LB and facilitates some gravel deposition on the 

slower flowing RB side (Fig. 10). The shallow gravel riffle areas around the 

bend also provide improved juvenile salmonid and invertebrate habitat. 

Trees growing within the walled bank are now mature, with high canopies, 

and therefore provide minimal cover. Coppicing the occasional tree (1 in 

every 5) would encourage low-level growth and reduce the weight and 

leverage acting upon the walled bank.  

Although gravel and cobble bed is present in this area, and in the wider 

channel section under and d/s of the bridge (Fig. 11), the quality of the 

habitat it provides is limited by a high proportion of fine material choking 

the gaps between stones. This is partly due to an oversupply of fine 

sediment from u/s and partly due to insufficient scouring and sorting of the 

bed. In these conditions, fines can build up between the coarser bed 

material; blocking gaps and resulting in armouring of the bed. Substrate 

locked together like this then requires particularly high flows or focussed 

scour to mobilise it. There’s a fine balance between having sufficient 

channel capacity and variation to retain finer gravels but with enough flow 

energy to facilitate bed scouring. Allowing the channel to recover and 

reducing fine sediment input within the entire catchment will be vital in 

improving the habitat quality of the river.  
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Figure 10. Gravel deposition on the inside of the bend (d/s of the long straightened section). Trees 

growing within the bank could be coppiced to promote low-level cover while also reducing the 

weight and leverage acting upon the bank/wall. 

Figure 11. The increased flow diversity of the bend and wider channel d/s of the bridge has assisted 

the retention of gravel that provides potential spawning and improved invertebrate habitat. 

However, the lack of sorting and high portion of fines reduces the habitat quality somewhat. 
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Attempts have been made to address bank erosion inappropriately in some 

areas, utilising concrete blocks. Contrary to the intent of providing bank 

protection, installing solid, angular structures to an irregular, soft, 

potentially mobile river bank will almost invariably increase erosion around 

that location. Unlike the diffuse vegetation and structure that naturally 

binds and protects river banks and slows and de-energises flows, hard 

structures simply deflect the erosive force of flows elsewhere. This means 

that the bed and banks adjacent to the structure are then subject to 

additional scouring and erosion. A far better option would have been to 

plant trees or willow whips around the erosion, possibly, install brash or lay 

adjacent willows over the susceptible area.  

Figure 12. Inappropriately addressed bank erosion that will lead to further erosion and bank loss. 

Approximately mid-way along Seven AC waters, Keld Beck enters. The beck 

may once have been a valuable spawning tributary but its currently heavily 

straightened/realigned and incised state offers little or no trout habitat, at 

least in the lower reaches observed (Fig. 13). The beck remains accessible 

for fish from the river and it may be worth investigating the quality of 

habitat further upstream, although brief inspection of the area on Google 

maps suggest that much of the channel is likely to be impacted by land 

drainage and straightening. 
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Figure 13. The d/s end of Keld Beck, very poor quality habitat on what would likely have been a 

spawning tributary of the Seven. 

The dredged/realigned sections of the main river channel are interspersed 

with occasional deeper pools, riffles and lifts in the bed (Fig. 14). These are 

usually d/s of the more significant bends, where high flows have scoured 

deeper areas within the bed and the associated dissipation of energy within 

the pools and diverse flows have facilitated deposition of gravels at the d/s 

end. The presence of these features greatly enhances those areas and 

provide a vital contribution to the range of habitats required for full trout 

lifecycle (like spawning substrate); habitats which are lacking in other less 

natural areas of the river.  
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Figure 14. Gravel bars and lifts in the bed d/s of one of the sharper bends and deeper pools. Where 

a natural sequence of pools and riffles exist (including vital gravel bars) the requirements of the full 

trout lifecycle can be provided within a short section of river (<50m). However, in impacted, 

straightened/dredged sections, it may talk several hundred metres of channel to provide the same 

range and quality of habitat. 

A very large (3m +) weir (Fig. 15; SE 73813 84246) associated with the old 

mill, and now trout farm, creates a significant impact upon the flow, 

geomorphology and habitat quality, impounding the river for some c.650m 

u/s. Within that reach flow diversity is absolutely minimal and the deep-

water habitat provided is only really suitable for the occasional adult trout 

and larger parr (Fig. 16). The area is also an easy hunting ground for fish-

eating predators, owing to the lack of flow diversity and in-channel 

structure, and massively increased expanse of open water.  

Even with the lack of flow diversity and energy in the impounded section, 

there were obvious signs of bank erosion and, again, highly inappropriate 

bank protection. The issues appeared to have stemmed from cattle access 

to the river bank, poaching the ground and destabilising it. Ironically, the 

cattle are now fenced away from the bank which is likely to be the main 

action required to stop the erosion (not hard engineering), possibly with 

some additional basic soft bank protection/planting. Now the concrete 

installed is likely to leave a legacy of continued bank erosion and cause 

further problems around that area. This is why professional advice should 

be sought before undertaking such work and the appropriate consents 

obtained. 
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Figure 15. Very large weir that supplies Sinnington Trout Farm but greatly impacts upon the habitat 

connectivity, fish passability and quality of the river. 

Figure 16. The over-capacity, heavily impounded section u/s of the weir provides uniform, relatively 

poor quality habitat for most river fish and invertebrate species. Note the inappropriate use of 

concrete in an attempt to protect the bank. 
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Around the concrete revetment, a well-trodden otter track was also noted, 

along with fresh otter spraint (Fig. 16). This highlights a regular otter access 

track between the river and adjacent pond that, by the turbid nature of the 

water, appeared to be well-stocked with coarse fish. In contrast to wild fish 

which effectively utilise natural habitat: the naïve hatchery fish stocked into 

ponds and river sections, and the resultant short-term increases in the fish 

biomass of those areas, provide an easy food source for predators like 

otters, herons, goosanders, etc. This potentially increases predator survival 

and the numbers of predators that can be supported within an area – 

predators that can then impact upon the wild fish populations.  

Figure 17. Well-trodden otter track running horizontally across the picture, with an otter latrine just 

below (red circle). 

The riffle at the d/s end of the weir pool provides the usual gravel lift and 

shallow water habitats but this one area within the last 650m u/s is a 

fraction of that which would be available on that section of river in the 

absence of the weir (Fig. 18). Anecdotal evidence from J. Shannon & S. 

McGinty suggest that this is the farthest u/s location known for the 

migratory river lamprey. This is not surprising owing to the sheer magnitude 

of the weir that forms an impassable barrier to all fish species at almost all 

most flows. The weir completely disjoins the habitat of the lower River 

Seven from that of the upper river; evidence of this is provided by the 

salmonid redds spotted in the same area of gravel riffle, immediately d/s of 

the weir – the fish couldn’t get any further u/s.  
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Figure 18. The riffles immediately d/s of the weir form the farthest u/s location that migratory fish 

and fish from the catchment d/s of the weir can migrate for general habitat utilisation and 

spawning. 

The Grange Farm bridge track, fording point (Fig. 19; SE 73783 84177) and 

small ditch/drain (Fig. 20; SE 73620 84039) discharging from the paleo-

channel alongside another significantly straightened section all provide 

conduits for surface water, sediment and other potential farm waste to enter 

the watercourse. These should be regularly monitored to ensure pollutants 

do not enter the watercourse. During the visit, the ditch in Fig. 20 was 

actually discharging elevated levels of suspended sediment and this is 

something that should be reported to the EA, or picked up through this 

report, as there was no particular reason for elevated sediment (e.g. no 

recent rain) at the time of the visit. Anyone observing suspected pollution 

events should report them to the EA’s Pollution Prevention Hotline (0800 80 

70 60) to be investigated.  

Longer-term, farm infrastructure improvements should be sought around 

the farm, through initiatives like Catchment Sensitive Farming. Again, 

liaison with the EA area teams and EYRT would be beneficial to ascertain 

what resource they may be able to contribute.  
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Figure 19. Fording point and potential surface water and pollution pathway to the watercourse. This 

will be a particular issue following heavy rain. 

Figure 20. Elevated sediment entering the river from a ditch that appeared to drain areas 

surrounding the farm yard. Being on private land on the opposite bank, the source of the fine 

sediment was not investigated or identified. 
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The lower section of the fishery, to the end of the reach walked, comprised 

a long, straightened, incised section of channel. Straightening has removed 

and inhibited the reformation of bed features, greatly reducing the 

occurrence of pools and riffles. Unsympathetic tree management has also 

removed a lot of the lower branches and potential for trailing vegetation 

(Fig. 21). This is another example of where retaining low branches and 

coppicing only the occasional selected tree (rather than all trees along the 

RB at the same time) could have produced far higher quality habitat, even 

within an impacted channel. Fortunately, selective coppicing to promote low 

regrowth along the LB could help rectify the situation, providing it is allowed 

to re-establish.  

Figure 21. Heavily straightened river channel, generally lacking in discrete in-channel features and 

low-level/trailing cover. What cover or shelter is there if you are a fish? 

Some features that improve the habitat for trout and grayling were present, 

with particular hot-spots around small trailing willow shrubs (Fig. 22). These 

provide some flow diversity along with the only real cover and shelter from 

predators and flows within the reach. They are also likely to assist in 

retaining substrate and re-shaping the generally uniform bed, providing 

they are allowed to remain within the channel. 
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Figure 22. Uniform channel section, greatly enhanced by the trailing willow shrub on the far bank. 

Towards the lower limit, another fording point and large area of cattle 

poaching creates a notable fine sediment input; the issue is exacerbated by 

a steep adjacent slope that is likely to supply surface runoff to the area at 

times of high rainfall (Fig. 23). Also noted in this area, and running along 

the straightened channel section was umbilical slurry piping that appeared 

to link large slurry lagoons adjacent to the farm (SE 73657 83991) and in 

a nearby field (SE 73455 84215) with remote fields – as is commonplace in 

the fertilisation of fields on dairy farms. If the pipes are used to discharge 

slurry onto the fields adjacent to the river and Catter Beck, surface runoff 

and/or leaching to those adjacent watercourses may, in part, explain the 

discoloration and foam observed on Catter Beck (Fig. 24). Erosion/over-

supply of fine sediment in the clay based soils, and limestone and calcareous 

grits areas of the upper Catter Beck catchment may, however, also 

contribute to a fine particulate loading and cloudy appearance.  

At the time of the visit, the d/s end of Catter Beck was also blocked by 

woody material. This is a partly natural occurrence but probably 

exacerbated by past channel maintenance creating a simplified, more 

incised channel with a greater tendency for blockage. The size and less 

physically degraded nature (when compared to the likes of Keld Beck) mean 

that Catter Beck could potentially provide salmonid spawning and juvenile 

habitat, providing the water quality could be improved and fish access 

maintained. These aspects would be well worth investigating.  
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Figure 23. Large area of cattle poaching (background) associated with field access and fording 

point. This is another fine sediment input to the river. 

Figure 24. Woody material blockage at the d/s end of Catter Beck. Note the foamy scum on the 

water surface and cloudy water. Possible but not categorical signs of excess nutrient input and 

probable erosion/fine sediment input u/s. 
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4.0 Conclusions 

Many areas of the river channel inspected have been subjected to significant 

modification in the past which continues to impact upon the habitat quality 

of the reach. However, it was greatly encouraging to also see a range of 

higher quality habitats that have been retained or are subsequently 

recovering.  

The life strategy of trout to over-produce offspring also allows that habitat 

deficiencies and reduced survival at certain life stages are somewhat 

mitigated. Although not optimal, Seven AC waters do provide salmonid 

spawning opportunities. Furthermore, any reduction in spawning habitat 

can be mitigated by improving the river’s juvenile and adult habitat, to 

ensure higher survival rates at subsequent life stages. Reduced numbers of 

fish at any given life stage also naturally results in increased survival rates 

at subsequent life stages through reduced in competition. Seven AC waters 

will also be populated by juvenile fish supplied from known spawning and 

juvenile habitats u/s (as identified by electrofishing surveys u/s). This is 

another important reason why fish should be allowed the freedom to 

disperse around a catchment, in order that they can make optimal use of 

all available habitats.   

To improve the angling opportunities on Seven AC waters, there are a range 

of management actions that can be undertaken to improve habitat and 

maximise the numbers and sizes of fish that can be produced and held. 

These will be covered in the recommendations section.  

 

5.0 Recommendations 

5.1.1 Tree maintenance 

The best practice for managing bankside trees is usually to allow them to 

develop naturally, taking advantage of the habitat and fish holding they 

provide, rather than trying to over-manipulate it. Leaving trees unaltered, 

including dead trees/branches, also helps to maintain a natural supply of 

woody material to the channel that contributes to natural in-channel 

structure and habitat enhancement. However, in some instances, past 

maintenance may have altered the habitat trees provide and it can be 

beneficial to rectify those detrimental impacts.  

5.1.1.1 Coppicing 

Particularly where there is a predominance of one age class of tree and/or 

the canopy is of a uniform height, low coppicing of the occasional tree can 

be a great way to increase habitat diversity by rejuvenating low-level 

regrowth. This technique should always be undertaken sparingly, only on 
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occasional trees, to ensure that a predominance one habitat type is not 

created at the expense of a range of others (as has occurred on many 

sections). The resulting material from coppicing can then, potentially, be 

employed as tree kickers of other habitat structure (see section below). 

Coppicing should ideally be undertaken during the dormant season as this 

creates the lowest impact upon the tree and increases its chance of survival. 

When used properly, this technique causes minimal stress to the tree, or 

impact on its long-term viability. Coppicing can often extend the life of a 

tree, particularly if the work reduces weight out of the tree’s crown and 

allows it to remain in place longer. 

5.1.1.2 Planting 

Lack of tree cover was not a particular issue, with alders and the occasional 

willow present along most areas of the bank. However, in the more open 

sections it may be beneficial to undertake some judicious planting with 

locally native willow whips.  

It may also be beneficial to plant willows in any areas of eroding bank, along 

the waterline to protect the base of the bank as well as the bank face and 

to increase stability. Once established, this would provide the additional 

benefits of low-level cover and flow dissipation. 

The quickest and easiest way of establishing trees is with willow, by pushing 

short sections of fresh willow whip into the ground. This 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). Whips should be planted into soft, wet ground leaving a greater 

length within the ground than out of it, to minimise the distance that water 

has to be transported up the stem; 30-40cm of whip protruding from the 

ground is sufficient (providing this protrudes past the surrounding 

vegetation to allow access to light). Whips of 5mm-25mm diameter tend to 

take well, but even large branches can be used. If undertaken I the growing 

season, care should be taken not to leave excessive amounts of foliage on 

the whips as these greatly increase the surface area of the plant and cause 

them to dehydrate. 

Small bundles (faggots) of freshly cut willow can also be employed to rapidly 

increase marginal cover. If they are staked into sections of river bank along 

the waterline they have a good chance of rooting and becoming valuable, 

dense cover.  

The species used will depend upon the required result. Small shrub willow 

species, particularly grey willow and goat willow (Salix cinerea and S. 

caprea) tend to be best for creating low, dense fish holding. Larger 

specimens can also be ideal for laying into the channel. Crack willows tend 
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to grow faster and larger, eventually collapsing under their own weight, so 

creating a great method of naturally introducing woody material and 

structure into a channel, but for obvious reasons they can require more 

maintenance and should be used sparingly.  

5.1.1.3 Tree Laying and woody material  

Where existing trees are already established along the banks, habitat 

improvements can be quickly and easily achieved by laying the trunks, or 

branches down into the watercourse; replicating the overhanging, trailing 

branch habitat that has been lost. This technique also works with natural 

river processes by increasing in-channel structure to focus flows and drive 

bed scour to create depth and well-sorted gravel lifts. Often, allowing the 

channel space to adjust between installed structures is key to their success.  

Laying is usually limited to pliable species like willow, elm, hazel, hawthorn 

and small alder, but some others can be laid carefully. The method is 

simple: it involves cutting part way through the stem/trunk, a little at a 

time, until it can be forced over into the river (Figs 25 & 26). The depth of 

the cut should be limited to that which enables the limb to bend over, as 

this will maintain maximum strength in the hinge and the health of the 

tree/shrub. It may be possible to lay some of the lower branches of bankside 

trees in this manner.  

This is a great method to rapidly increase low cover but as with any 

interventions should be employed sparingly so as not to detract from other 

valuable habitats. Fast growing trees like willow can be strategically planted 

in anticipation of employing this technique once they become established.  

Dead woody material can also be introduced to the channel to provide 

significant habitat enhancements, particularly within heavily impacted 

channel sections, particularly where willow trees for laying are absent. The 

technique involves cutting a tree/shrub and then cabling it to its own or an 

adjacent stump, to keep it in place (Fig. 27). Where a diffuse structure is 

installed, the slowing effect around the structure encourages deposition and 

focuses flows into the rest of the channel, providing natural channel 

narrowing (Fig. 28). The structure also provides valuable refuge from high 

flow and predators.  

It should be noted that retaining natural habitat like woody material, low 

branches, stumps etc. within the channel is greatly preferable to having to 

reinstate it at a later date. For this reason pruning, tidying or any other 

works potentially impacting upon in-channel habitat should only be 

undertaken as a last resort, and then, only after seeking professional 

advice, to ensure that the work is actually beneficial and not further 

impacting upon habitat quality.  
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Figure 25. Hinged willow. 

 

 

Figure 26. Hinged hazel. 
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Figure 27. A basic tree kicker cable setup using 4000 kg breaking strain cable and two sets of cable 

clamps. The webbing strap in the background is used to pull the kicker close to the stump for 

fastening but is removed once the cable is fully fixed in place.

Figure 28. A perfect example of how a tree kicker can be employed to create deposition in the river 

margin that will focus flows down the far side of the channel. 
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5.2 Weir structure removal 

Removal of the large weir associated with Sinnington fish farm would be 

greatly beneficial to not only Seven AC waters but the whole catchment and 

this should be seen as the number one long-term goal. However, this is 

unlikely to be possible while a water feed is required for the fish farm. In 

the interim, it may be possible to install a crude pool traverse type fish pass 

by bolting wooden, concrete or plastic batons to the face of the weir. These 

would be arranged to create a series of pools and smaller jumps, rather 

than one large cascade. This would be a large task and, even if undertaken, 

would only be a basic fix, with most benefit to larger fish with greater 

swimming and jumping ability. It would also provide little or no benefit to 

eels or lamprey or smaller species without additional modifications. 

Optimisation of habitats u/s and d/s of the structure would still remain the 

best course of action for maximising fish production and improving the 

fishery.  

 

5.3 Invertebrate monitoring 

The Anglers Riverfly Monitoring Initiative (ARMI) sampling undertaken on 

Seven AC waters provides the start of what should prove to be a valuable 

baseline and benchmark for the areas sampled that will help identify if/how 

it changes over time. Changes in the composition of the invertebrate 

populations will help to highlight issues like pollutions and changes in water 

quality through the resulting invertebrate populations surviving, even if the 

actual events are missed. For this reason it is strongly recommended that 

the good work is continued in the future. 

However, as ARMI is specifically designed to identify changes over time and 

is far better suited to that than comparing two individual sites where a range 

of habitat and water quality factors may be influential upon the results 

(even if the sites are relatively close together). For this reason it is not a 

particularly powerful tool in assessing the impacts the fish farm outfall, for 

example, but longer term it should pick up any changes/issues. Much more 

detailed analysis of the habitat and individual species present is likely to be 

required to accurately identify any impact from the fish farm.    

The data indicate that the river currently supports the family groups of 

invertebrates that would normally be expected on a river of this type. The 

issues identified to be impacting upon habitat and water quality are certainly 

enough to reduce the invertebrate abundance and diversity below that 

which would be expected in pristine conditions. Fortunately, the 

improvements and management recommendations given will also benefit 

the invertebrate populations as they centre on improving the river form and 

function, rather than specific species. 
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5.4 Fish stock management 

5.4.1 General  

Over the last 150 years, human impact upon fish populations has increased 

exponentially, with major issues arising from the way in which we manage 

land and rivers. To compound these issues, direct interference with wild fish 

populations also increased, with large numbers of hatchery bred fish being 

introduced to rivers. The artificial mating that occurs within a hatchery 

bypasses vital chemical and visual aspects of mate selection; a process that 

exists to ensure mate compatibility and maximise the fitness of wild fish. 

This led to the EA’s decision to ban stocking of fertile hatchery reared trout 

into wild trout fisheries, instead requiring that stocking is undertaken with 

infertile triploid (fish that are infertile because they carry a 3rd set of 

chromosomes) trout. 

Hatchery reared fish (both diploid and triploid), are affected by 

domestication and selection for the farm environment, even within one 

generation in the hatchery (so this includes fish from wild brood-stock 

schemes). Consider that stocked fish are, ultimately, the individuals that 

have survived within a concrete raceway, earth pond or tank etc. and are 

therefore poorly adapted for the very different conditions of a natural river. 

That adaptation to a farm environment is cumulative, with genetic diversity, 

natural behaviours, and survival rates when released to the wild all 

decreasing with each generation in captivity.  

Stocking fish therefore produces a ‘no-win’ situation: if they can’t 

successfully reproduce in the wild, or are infertile (triploids), they are simply 

an impact upon the ecosystem; if they do survive long enough and manage 

to breed, their offspring still have much poorer survival than the offspring 

of wild fish. However, stocked fish do still temporarily take up space and 

resource within a river that could have been used by wild fish. Naïve stocked 

fish also make an easy target for predators, potentially increasing predator 

survival rates and increasing impact they have on a river.   

So, is there another option? 

Natural rivers (without stocking) have a far greater capacity to produce and 

hold healthy fish populations. They were successfully producing an 

abundance of fish for a long time before humans began to stock fish, having 

been native to out waters since the last ice retreat. 

A major key to the success of wild salmonids is their life strategy: over-

production of offspring that are then subject to density-dependant 

mortality. The greater the availability of space/habitat in any year, the 

greater the number of trout that will survive, thereby mitigating for 

mortalities and annual fluctuations in the population. This also means that 

populations can be quickly and easily increased by restoring habitat quality.  
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As soon as they emerge from the gravel, trout fry disperse throughout the 

available habitat, constantly competing to establish and maintain 

territories. This ensures that the fittest, dominant fish control the best lies, 

with easy feeding for low energy expenditure. They will then remain there 

until they challenge for a new territory, or are displaced by a more dominant 

individual. Wild fish production therefore ensures habitat is always fully 

utilised and a river holds the optimal number of fish, with the available 

space being naturally repopulated each year. Such efficient habitat 

utilisation is impossible to achieve through artificial stocking or, 

importantly, alongside stocking, because stocked fish can disrupt the wild 

population structure and hierarchies.  

While wild fish constantly defend their adopted territory and strive to stay 

within it, stocked fish have little affinity or suitability to the arbitrary reach 

into which they are stocked. A large proportion of stocked fish therefore 

leave the stocking location or lose condition and die within a short time 

(particularly during high flows). Consider where the thousands of fish 

previously stocked into fisheries are at the beginning of each season and 

why there is even a requirement to restock year on year. In contrast, un-

stocked, wild fisheries provide some of the best fishing early season, as the 

fish begin feeding post-spawning.  

Consequently, most angling clubs actually report increased catches after 

cessation of stocking, as demonstrated by the ever-increasing number of 

case studies on the WTT website - www.wildtrout.org/content/trout-

stocking. There is sometimes a lag period as the wild fish population begins 

to recover but an increase in juvenile numbers is often evident from year 

one. Increasing numbers of fisheries who have ceased stocking have also 

found a subsequent proliferation of their grayling stocks. 

An excellent video produced by Wild Fish Conservancy North West 

documents how the state of Montana in North America ceased stocking after 

realising the major negative impact it was having – 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=U_rjouN65-Q&app=desktop 

If you have any question on this subject, please feel free to call Gareth 

Pedley on 07500870583. 

5.4.2 Fish stock management Seven AC 

Many, if not all, of the above aspects are likely to be impacting upon the 

wild fish stocks of Seven AC waters, so it may become less surprising to see 

catches having declined in recent years. Even without going into detailed 

statistical analysis of the catch return data, it is easy to pick out basic facts 

relating to the catches. Although the total numbers of fish stocked are not 

available, the amount spent per year is, so a basic cost-benefit can be 

ascertained.  

http://www.wildtrout.org/content/trout-stocking
http://www.wildtrout.org/content/trout-stocking
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U_rjouN65-Q&app=desktop


 

 
Chart 1. Seven AC catch data and chart kindly supplied by Chris Leggett (Seven Angling Club Chairman).The average number of fish caught per angler, per visit, over 

the whole data series is 3.26 fish.
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The records supplied (summarised in Chart 1) show that in 1988-89, high 

numbers of fish were caught (c.500) and killed (300), in the two years 

before stocking was undertaken. This shows that the river is capable of 

producing wild fish and producing good catches without stocking (both 

years just under the long-term average per visit). However, the kill rate 

sustained in those years (and subsequently) would almost certainly have 

weakened the wild fish population, which was then further impacted by the 

introduction of stocked fish.  

Throughout the 1990s the amount spent on stocking remained relatively 

constant, with catches corresponding more to the number of visits made 

than the numbers stocked (as would be expected). The two years where no 

fish were stocked actually produced higher, and approximately the same, 

fish per visit (2002 and 2003, respectively) as the long-term average.  

The poorest total catch year was 2001 (foot and mouth year), when far 

fewer fish were caught. However, more fish were actually caught per visit 

than in any other year - those that actually went out fishing caught more 

fish than usual in their time on the river; again showing that angling effort 

is vital in analysing catch data (fish caught per visit). Better still, to improve 

the club’s catch data, would be to record hours fished, rather than days. 

This would provide more accurate and comparable data. 

What should be considered here is that, even before stocking was 

undertaken (1988-89), the river was producing good numbers of fish. 

Equally, in the two years where stocking ceased, good numbers of fish were 

still caught. The recent increase in money spent on stocking over the last 

10 years has not counteracted the general decrease in total catches or fish 

caught per visit. Whether or not the stocking is having a detrimental impact 

(research suggests it probably is) is a moot point because the money spent 

on stocking is not having the desired effect. 

The catch records do also show a massive increase in catch and release 

over the years, in line with a national trend in conservation of fish stocks, 

and will be of real benefit to the fishery. Wild trout within in the river are 

far better viewed as a valuable asset to the club, rather than a trophy or 

meal only to be only caught once. Preserved in the river, each fish can give 

sport and enjoyment to many people and provide an important contribution 

to the spawning population. 

The best course of action is therefore considered to be ceasing stocking and 

diverting the funds saved towards improving habitat. This should improve 

the wild fish holding capacity of the river and provide a far greater 

contribution to the angling potential of the river. Sinnington AC u/s have 

already ceased stocking and are reportedly seeing positive results. 
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5.5 Pollution prevention 

It is advised that all club members are encouraged to be on the lookout for 

any potential pollution substances entering the watercourse and, if noted 

they should be reported to the EA. It would also be worth raising the 

potential issues noted on the small watercourse entering the river near the 

farm and Catter Beck. 

Action required to address the fine sediment issues will be largely outside 

Seven AC waters but discussion with the local EA area teams and East 

Yorkshire Rivers Trust would be beneficial to better understand what is 

being done on the wider catchment. Further investigation of the fine 

sediment sources will be important, in conjunction with discrete EA projects, 

Catchment Sensitive Farming, Countryside Stewardship, and other land 

management type schemes that can assist with measures like buffer 

fencing. 

 

6.0 Making it Happen 

WTT may be able to offer further assistance such as:  

 WTT talk 

o Further to this report, it may be possible for a WTT conservation 

officer to attend an AGM or evening meeting to discuss the topics 

covered in this report. Many of the concepts, particularly around 

fish stocking, can seem quite alien at first but are supported by a 

wealth of experience and scientific literature. A question and 

answer session can help to address any concerns around 

development of the wild fish population.   

 WTT Project Proposal  

o WTT can devise a more detailed project proposal (PP) report. This 

would usually detail the next steps to take in initiating 

improvements, highlighting specific areas for work and how it can 

be undertaken. The PP report could then form part of any required 

consent applications.  

 WTT Practical Visit 

o Where clubs are in need of assistance to carry out the kind of 

improvements highlighted in an advisory visit 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 the habitat 

enhancement methods described above (e.g. tree kickers and 

willow laying etc.). The recipient would be asked to contribute to 
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the time, and reasonable travel and subsistence costs of the WTT 

Officer. This service is in high demand and so may not always be 

possible. 

In addition, 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/index 

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 stocks 

and managing invasive species.  

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

http://www.wildtrout.org/product/rivers-working-wild-trout-dvd-0 or by 

calling the WTT office on 02392 570985. 
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8.0 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/content/index
http://www.wildtrout.org/product/rivers-working-wild-trout-dvd-0

