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Introduction 

This report is the output of a visit undertaken by Nick Lawrence of the Wild Trout 

Trust (WTT) over approximately 800 metres of the River Washford Fairfield Estate, 

Somerset (national grid reference ST 01442 37644 to ST 01948 37754). The 

walkover was requested by Angelique McBride from Farming Wildlife and Advisory 

Group (FWAG) who organised the visit as part of a multi-benefits project FWAG 

are running. WTT was asked to assess opportunities for habitat enhancement.  

 

The Hills to Levels Multiple Benefits Project is funded by the Environment 

Programme (Water Environment Improvement Fund) and is a partnership project 

between the Environment Agency and FWAG SW. It is part of the wider ‘Hills to 

Levels’ approach in Somerset. 

 

The aim of the Multiple Benefits Project is to demonstrate the range of benefits 

that can be delivered by Working With Natural Processes (WWNP) / Natural Flood 

Management (NFM) in small target catchments. Examples of these benefits include 

improving water quality and raising the Water Framework Directive (WFD) status 

of waterbodies, flood risk reduction, and improvement to the wider environment 

such as habitat and river morphology. Those multiple benefits will be delivered 

through land management advice and funding of capital grants to private and 

public landowners, followed by monitoring of the effectiveness of the measures. 

 

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

Throughout the report, normal convention is followed with respect to bank 

identification i.e., banks are designated Left Bank (LB) or Right Bank (RB) whilst 

looking downstream.  
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Water Framework Directive (WFD) information 

The Upper Washford (GB108051020560) is presently failing its targets under 
WFD, being classified as ‘poor’ in 2019. Notably it is classified as ‘poor’ for fish, 

due to the lack of connectivity of habitats. 

 

Map 1: The location and extent of the walkover on the River Washford. 
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Catchment Overview 

The Washford River is a short (approximately 19km) river. It rises from 

Treborough headwaters on the northern slopes of the Brendan Hills at 

approximately 370m above sea level. Headwater streams join at Pooltown and 

Kingsbridge, near Luxborough, before the river flows west through Druids Comb 

to Roadwater. There it is joined by the Traphole Stream before turning northwest 

and flowing out of Exmoor National Park, through to Hungerford and Washford, 

before entering the Bristol Channel at Watchet.  

The river passes through the Cleeve Hill Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI). 

This is situated between Old Cleeve and Watchet and was designated as an SSSI 

in 1989. 

The oldest geology in the catchment is the hard Devonian sandstones and slates 

that extend over Exmoor, stretching east to the Brendon Hills and the Quantocks. 

These are overlaid by sandstones and marls from the Permian and Triassic era. 

Such formations are dominant around the lower lying areas of Minehead and 

Dunster. Above the Triassic formations lie superficial deposits of soft, easily 

weathered marls (Mercia mudstones) that are rich in calcium carbonate.  

The geology of the catchment results in a particularly mobile bedload of smooth 

slates and pebble gravels. However, a series of weirs along the course of the Lower 

Washford interrupt natural sediment transport, resulting in less coarse substrate 

available to be transported downstream which then has consequences for channel 

morphology through the affected reaches. This will impact on the abundance and 

quality of spawning habitat for Salmo trutta, both sea trout and resident brown 

trout, as well as other gravel-spawning species. 
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Habitat Assessment  

Both of the riparian banks throughout Cleave Copse are owned by the Fairfield 

Estate for the extent of the walkover. There is a ford/crossing used by a farmer 

upstream of the bridge at Greenland Lane (photo 1). Due to the nature of the 

track, and steep gradient, run-off occurs as sediment is mobilised by heavy 

machinery. The sediment from here can only end up in the river leading to habitat 

degradation. Some mitigation could be implemented by formalising the track with 

crushed hardcore or stone to reduce soil erosion. That should be combined with 

the installation regular spaced soakaways and/or sediment traps to intercept the 

sediment run-off before it reaches the river. 

 

Photo 1: Greenland Lane (ST 01453 37656) showing a source of sediment pollution. 
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Photo 2: The bridge pool on the track at Greenland Lane creates a trout holding pool but the concrete sill, 
shallow water and high velocity flow creates an obstruction to fish passage. 

Greenland Lane is where the walkover assessment started. The bridge at the most 

upstream section of Cleave Copse looked to provide a holding pool for larger trout, 

but the large concrete sill at the foot of the bridge will hinder fish movements, 

particularly in lower flows. 

A scarcity of natural habitat associated with native woodland and high quality flora 

became apparent early in the walkover. The whole site of Cleave Copse is a 

plantation of Spruce, Leylandii / Cyprus hybrid and Larch. Their dominance means 

that 95% of the site is in full shade for 365 days of the year with very little dappled 

light. Native wildflowers and woodland understory species are supressed by shade 

and low soil pH values via the trees dropping needles leading to acidification, which 

ultimately contributes to the degradation of the river environment. Photo 3 

demonstrates a typical view of the canopy of trees within the site and the RB is 

north facing, accentuating the shading. If plans to harvest some of the plantation 

were being actioned ideally this should start with the clearance of a 10 metre 

buffer zone on either bank of the river. The current best practice for forestry is to 

maintain a buffer of deciduous trees along either bank of a watercourse. 
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Photo 3: A typical canopy within the site of Cleave Copse, dense Spruce throwing unnatural amounts of shade 

over the river. 

 

Photo 4: The river is high energy with nice pool formations followed by steep riffles. 
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Owing to the high gradient and lack of modification, the river itself seemed in good 

order throughout the woodland. There is potential for good quality fish habitat 

throughout this reach. The high energy nature of the river has carved out some 

nice pools and in between these pools are good shallow riffles, which could provide 

spawning opportunities. The lack of native trees is still apparent.  

 

Photo 5: The river flows over a hard bedrock of Devonian sandstone and slates. 

Owing to the uniformity of the forestry (photo 6), there is minimal opportunity for 

the input and natural accumulation of woody material. The shading supresses 

native bankside shrubs such as hazels or willows that are required to provide low-

level cover. Uniform woodland can only provide uniform sections of wood to the 

river; long straight tree trunks are of limited habitat quality. When many of these 

uniform trees fall, they are wedged above water level hence not adding to habitat 

value of the river. The suppression of native woodland species and wildflowers is 

apparent throughout the reach. This negatively impacts on the mosaic of habitats 

required to produce high quality riparian habitat.  

Unnoticeable in many of the pictures, due to the shading within the reach and the 

time of year, was the presence of Himalayan balsam within the catchment.  

‘Himalayan balsam is the tallest annual plant in Britain, growing up to 3m high. 

Studies suggest that it can reduce native plant diversity by up to two-thirds: first 

shading out native species, then out competing them for the attention of bees and 
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other pollinators with its long flowering time and plentiful nectar. Native insect 

numbers are also reduced’ (extract from The Pocket Guide to Balsam Bashing - T. 

Pike). 

Himalayan balsam will increase sediment loading within a river as the plants die 

back in the autumn and banks are left exposed to erosion. The balsam problem 

will not be localised to this area, it will almost certainly be originating from 

upstream in the headwaters. 

 

Photo 6: Another example of the uniformity of the forestry plantation, impacting on native trees/plants. Note 

the minimal value provided by the long, straight poles which drop little woody material to the river. 
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Photo 7: In the gorge section, some woody material has been added by exposure to high winds but again, 

more twiggy material from native species would be far more beneficial. 

Further downstream, the river moved into a very steep sided gorge (photo 7). The 

wind had exposed part of the plantation, which had added some woody material 

to the channel in the form of spruce saplings. While it is better to have some 

material rather than none, the simplicity of tree shape and uniformity of size added 

little habitat value. 

After the narrow gorge, the channel discharges into a lovely deep scour pool 

(photo 8) with a rocky undercut edge to it.  This undercut will provide good refuge 

for trout.  Pool formations, which were common within the reach, show that the 

river is capable of providing the variable habitat that is required for all age classes 

of trout. 
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Photo 8: After the gorge, a lovely deep pool with an undercut rocky face looks a prime holding pool for trout. 

Other than Himalayan balsam, ferns are the dominant plants within the riparian 

habitat. Ferns favour shaded conditions and supresses other marginal plants. If 

the plantation were harvested and replaced with a native deciduous woodland, 

then a native biodiverse understorey would evolve. The increased diversity of 

plants in turn would support greater invertebrate abundance which ultimately 

provide food for trout.  
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Photo 9: A whole tree and root plate has added valuable habitat and will act as a natural flood management 

feature. 

 

Photo 10: A lodged section of tree that is now acting as a useful flow deflector scouring the bed beneath it. 



13 
 

Further down the reach some naturally fallen timber has made its way into the 

channel; a whole root plate was wedged there (photo 9), providing habitat variety 

and a natural flood management feature by reducing the conveyance of high flows.  

Another valuable natural woody feature is depicted in photo 10. Features such as 

this, where a tree trunk has become lodged pushing flow beneath, were rare within 

the reach.  The flow is scouring out a good fish holding pool downstream. It is 

features such as this that provide flow diversity and bed scour leading to pool 

creation and should be retained. Without naturally fallen trees to initiate bed scour 

and to aid sediment entrapment, it will take much longer for riverbed changes to 

occur. 

 

Photo 11: Fantastic root cover and undercut bank within a pool. 

Some natural features have developed without the addition of fallen trees, most 

notably, bank undercuts and tree root systems (photo 11). In conjunction with 

the undercut bank and tree roots, this a very likely pool for fish to hold in and take 

refuge from predators. The river’s high energy will cut features such as this, 

particularly in the lower section where the conifer plantation phases to native 

woodland, which provide better habitat diversity, especially amongst their 

extensive root systems which give strength to the bank (as seen in photo 11). 
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Photo 12: Another prime pool for fish, with a heavily undercut bank under the ferns to provide cover. 

Further downstream was one of the most picturesque pool and run features within 

the reach (photo 12). The river is squeezed down a fast run on the RB, which has 

eroded and is now overhung by ferns, providing an undercut bank: fantastic fish 

refuge adjacent to a quality, well-oxygenated pool. The tail of this pool will be a 

likely place for trout to spawn. The building blocks for a good trout community are 

here, that being flow diversity, cover, food input and suitable spawning substrates. 

But note the uniform tree plantation still in the background.  

The substrate within the river appeared to carry more sediment than would be 

normal within a high energy stream with a coarse substrate often eroded to 

bedrock. Sediment input across the catchment as a whole may need further 

investigation as a possibly source. Farming practices, forestry and Himalayan 

balsam will all influence sediment loading within a river.  
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Photo 13: Lower down the reach the woodland becomes more naturalised with native species starting to 

dominate the LB, while the RB top left of shot is still shaded with spruce plantation. 

 

Photo 14: More native woodland leads to more diverse features such as the hazel collapsed on the tail of a 

pool, another likely spawning area. 
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At the bottom of the reach, the plantation ceases, and the woodland becomes 

dominated by native species (photo 13 & 14). It is more biodiverse with many 

more tree species and an understory which will be more productive for insects and 

animals.  

The river benefits from the change in woodland species, as in photo 14, with 

valuable coarse woody material naturally falling into the channel. This natural 

enhancement is less likely when there is a plantation of trees all of a similar age. 

Occurrences like that shown in photo 14 were rare and occurred only in the lower 

part of the reach where the woodland changed.  

There were more opportunities for light penetration within the lower section, due 

to the deciduous woodland. This area provides better conditions for marginal 

plants to grow, as shown in photo 15. This contrasts to the sterile nature of the 

plantation and its impoverished understory which provided minimal species 

diversity with ferns the dominant marginal plant. 

 

Photo 15: Where light does get through to the river there are possibilities of marginal vegetation such as this 

sedge. Just escaping the full shade of the plantation back of shot. 

The general morphology of the channel at Cleave Copse appears to be in good 
condition; however the big issues are with surrounding land use, most notably the 

forestry plantation that runs for the majority of the reach.  The plantation is 
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thickest on the southern side where most of the available light is. Other parts 
remain in dense shade with minimal understorey plants.  

Recommendations 

In order for the resident brown trout population in the Washford at Cleave Copse 
to reach its full potential in rich and biodiverse habitat, the following actions are 
recommended: 

• Continue to employ a hands-off approach to management, i.e., leave fallen 

trees in the river.  
• Address the monoculture of forestry which is impacting the river for the 

majority of the reach. Is the spruce due to be harvested? If this is the case, 
it may be worth planning for the greater benefit of the river. This will cause 
a large potential for sediment ingress, so will have to be carried out 

sensitively possibly in blocks to stagger damage. Once completed, this 
woodland can be left to nature or replanted with native woodland species 

such as hazel, beech, oak, willow, alder, spindle, blackthorn and hawthorn. 
If deciduous replanting is undesirable, a minimum deciduous buffer of 10 
metres should be maintained along the watercourse. 

• If harvesting the entire plantation is not desirable, large holes need to be 
created within the tree canopy along the watercourse (ideally a 10m buffer 

of deciduous tree species) to benefit the understory of the woodland and 
marginal habitats of the river. These will then colonise with more desirable 

species.   
• Find out if there are any schemes to control Himalayan balsam within the 

catchment, possibly through the local Wildlife Trust or the Westcountry 

Rivers Trust, and work with other landowners, fishing clubs and community 
organisations to clear this invasive species strategically from the top of the 

catchment downstream. Targeted ‘balsam bashes’ on Cleave Copse reach 
may also help to protect particular areas of value but should not be seen as 
a substitute for a top-down, catchment-scale strategy. There are examples 

elsewhere of near eradication of balsam (e.g., on the River Monnow), 
though the approach must be strategic and persistent. The Himalayan 

balsam is a troubling addition as the woodland shade could well be 
supressing the growth of it and masking the issue, and with new light 
conditions introduced it may well be swapping one monoculture for another.  

• Introduce large trees or limbs in the form of tree kickers or lodged wood 
material, where there is a lack of natural woody material accumulating. 

These may be undertaken in areas where lighting the channel is required. 
Examples of these proposed methods are within the appendix (photos 18,19 
& 20).  

• Engage with the farmer at Greenland Lane with regard to the track and 
sediment run-off. The track could be hardened up with hardcore to reduce 

the issue. 
• Another option is to catch the sediment originating from the track in silt 

traps dug into the side of the track; examples of such traps are within the 

appendix (photos 16 & 17) 
• Invite the Environment Agency for a meeting to assess the options. WTT 

would be happy to act as a broker. 
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Making It Happen 
  

Further assistance from the Wild Trout Trust is available in the form of:  

• Help obtaining the necessary consents for carrying out in-stream works, 
from either the Lead Local Flood Authority or Environment Agency 
(depending upon whether the river is designated Main River or not). 

  

• A practical visit, which involves a visit from a WTT Conservation Officer to 
demonstrate the habitat improvement techniques outlined above. This 

enables recipients to obtain on the ground training in the appropriate use 
of conservation techniques and materials, including Health & Safety, 

equipment, and requirements. This will then give projects the strongest 
possible start leading to successful completion of aims and objectives. 
Recipients will be expected to cover travel expenses of the WTT attendees. 

  
The WTT website library has a wide range of free materials in video and PDF format 

on habitat management and improvement:  

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

The Wild Trout Trust has 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 

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

calling the WTT office on 02392 570985. 
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Appendix 

 

Photo 16: A simple cross-drain/sediment diverter on a farm in Dorset; note harder track to reduce sediment. 

 

Photo 17: Another cross- drain into a soakaway, note river in the valley back of shot and maintenance required 
for a fully functioning drain. 
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Photo 18: Lodged woody material, the most natural of methods to mimic naturally fallen trees, wedged in 
another tree to secure it with no other materials required. 

 

 

Photo 19: Another example of lodged woody material wedged between tree trunks to brace it against flows, as 
secure as any posts and wire or cabling. 
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Photo 20: A tree kicker cabled to an existing tree stump on the River Yeo. Kicker tethers should be as short as 
can be realistically achieved: apart from too much metal cable being unsightly and unnatural, the risks of the 

trees being stranded on the banks in floods are significantly increased. Hiring or investing in a hand winch 
would allow the kickers to be winched back toward the stump, reducing the amount of cable needed, which in 

turn will reduce the likelihood of the kicker being stranded on the bank after high flows. 

 


