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The Wessex Chalk Streams Project 
focuses on river enhancement and 
management of the River Avon 
system in Wiltshire, which includes 
its tributaries the Wylye, Nadder, 
Bourne, Till and Ebble. 

It promotes wildlife-friendly river 
management by working with 
landowners and river managers.

They are encouraged to enhance  
the habitat, fishery and wider 
biodiversity in their respective parts 
of the river. The project officer can 
assist with the development of 
schemes, sources of funding and 
liaison with statutory bodies.

For more information about the 
project or the River Avon and its 
tributaries, contact:

Martin de Retuerto 
c/o Natural England 
5/6 Prince Maurice Court 
Hambleton Avenue 
Devizes, SN10 2RT 
Tel: 01380 737008  
Email: martin.de.retuerto@ 
naturalengland.org.uk
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At this time of year many of us are deliberating 
over rainfall and river flows, trying to predict what 
the season will bring for our respective interests on 
the river. Considering that March brought us gale-
force winds and severe weather warnings it seems 
appropriate to comment on weather patterns for the  
last period. 

A wet autumn was predicted but instead November 
and December brought only average rainfall, although 
it was incredibly mild and the first decent frosts didn’t 
occur until mid-December. So mild in fact that new 
macrophyte growth carried on well into November, 
aided by the higher than usual summer flows. 
Alarmingly the alien invasive plant Himalayan balsam 
was also observed flowering the same month. 

January was particularly wet, followed by a dry 
February at 56% of Long Term Average (LTA). River 
flows were slightly below LTA for the period, but the 
general consensus is that the spring conditions will not 
be adversely affected.

So all in all, it’s nice to be able to report that weather 
patterns seem fairly ‘expected’. Salmonid spawning 
appears to have been good in most areas according 
to fishery reports, while one positive result from last 
summer’s unusually high rainfall was that salmon ran 
as early as August; a notable contrast to 2006’s low 
flow year. 

It has also been encouraging to see how quickly 
species respond when key habitat features within 
degraded stretches are restored (see STREAM Project 
update page 6 and Hunts Green Project Case Study 
page 4). Many of us have learnt the hard way that 
attempts to manipulate natural conditions for a purpose 
that is incompatible with habitat requirements or the 
dynamics of the river tend to fail and therefore targeted 
species respond poorly. Restoring damaged pieces of 
the jigsaw that makes up river habitat usually brings 

upstream of Salisbury have an impact on the Avon 
and its tributaries. The Environment Agency (EA) 
recognised this officially in its Catchment Abstraction 
Management Strategy, and all concerned understand 
that since the Avon, Bourne, Wylye, Till and Nadder 
are designated as Special Areas of Conservation under 

As this newsletter goes to press it is clear that the 
prolonged debate over abstraction in the Salisbury 
Avon catchment is about to reach some sort of interim 
conclusion. 

Nobody now doubts that the cumulative effects of the 
various abstraction sources for public water supply 
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the quickest response from target species (which for 
many river managers are game or course fish) so river 
users should adapt their practices accordingly.

A plethora of river enhancement schemes have been 
completed across the catchment since the Wessex 
Chalk Streams Project began. Some of these have been 
large-scale strategic projects, such as the STREAM 
sites, and others have made use of volunteers. An 
important observation to come out of projects where 
external volunteers have been invited to help is that 
usually there are plenty of people keen to assist, even 
though river projects are arguably among the toughest 
of habitat activities. 

Driving wooden stakes into a gravel bed and shifting 
bundled faggots is hard work, but it also offers 
something different and allows people to connect with, 
take ownership of and gain understanding of this vital 
element of the countryside, which for most people is 
out of bounds. It also provides the context for flagship 
species such as otters and water voles.

The Salisbury city centre enhancements organised 
by the Living River Project are a testament to the 
enthusiasm of the vast numbers of people who have 
involved themselves in the activities. For rural sites, 
volunteer involvement provides a great opportunity  
for fisheries to promote their role as custodians of 
rivers and streams. 

Unofficially, 2008 will be the Year of the Volunteer 
across the Avon. The public will have the opportunity 
to get involved in many river enhancement projects 
in Salisbury and at the Langford Trust on the Wylye, 
upstream of Langford Lakes, which has just received 
a generous grant from the Wessex Salmon and Rivers 
Trust/Tesco award to continue its work this summer. 
Also, there will be a series of task days to pull 
Himalayan balsam out of the banks of the Nadder and 
Docken’s Water (see updates for more information).

By Tony Wells
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the EU Habitats Directive, the EA is required by EU 
law to review abstraction licences which may damage 
these sensitive sites. 

Consequently, under the current EA Review of 
Consents for abstraction and discharge licences, such 
licences may then be amended or revoked. 

As readers will recall, to pre-empt an inevitable  
reduction in licensed abstraction, Wessex Water 
embarked on two parallel studies: the Low Flow 
Investigations and Low Flow Solutions projects. The 
former aimed to quantify scientifically the ecological 
damage caused by abstraction and to identify those 
parts of the catchment affected; the latter aimed to 
identify alternative sources of water with other means 
of compensating for the expected reductions in source 
supply. 

Meanwhile, a highly technical computer model of the 
river and groundwater flows in the catchment has been 
developed in order to assist both these studies and to 
inform the final decisions that the EA will be required 
to take. 

Next Steps

The Review of Consents must be completed by 31 
March 2010 after which action must be taken to 
implement reductions and to put in place compensating 
measures. The so-called milestones over the next two 
years are therefore as follows:

n �Mid March 08: Wessex Water submits a draft Water 
Resources Management Plan to DEFRA.

n �End March 08: Publication of Wessex Water’s Low 
Flow Investigations report.

n �April 08: Publication of the consultation draft of 
Wessex Water’s Water Resources Management Plan 
(subject to DEFRA approval).

n �September 08: EA publishes the Action Plan arising 
out of its Review of Consents which will detail any 
abstraction licence changes.

n �September 09: Wessex Water submits its final  
Water Resource Management Plan to OFWAT  
for approval.

Meanwhile the Wiltshire Fishery Association (WFA) 
and the Wessex Salmon Rivers Trust have been closely 
involved in the dialogue and as far as possible have 
monitored the conclusions of the various studies 
as these have emerged. They have employed two 
consultants to advise them: one in hydrology and 
one in freshwater ecology. Various concerns have 
crystallised as a result of this work, and the WFA 
Chairman expressed these in detail to the EA, Wessex 
Water and Natural England at the end of February.

WFA Concerns

Although it is not possible here to go into any detail, 
the WFA has highlighted three major areas of concern, 
which are outlined below.

1. Headwaters and Winterbournes. It is understood that 
the EA has indicated to Wessex Water that it will be 
seeking abstraction reductions across the catchment 
of some 23.5 mega litres per day. It is also clear that 
these are likely to be applied only to the rivers Wylye 
and Bourne, which have already been identified by 
the EA as ‘over-abstracted’. While there is little doubt 
that these particular rivers are the most severely 
affected by abstraction, concern continues for other 
parts of the catchment – in particular headwaters and 
winterbournes. The Fonthill Brook (a Nadder tributary) 
and the Nine Mile River (an Avon tributary) are of 
particular concern. With climate change intensifying 
the pressure on these fragile headwaters, it is felt 
essential that some provision be made for their 
protection.

2. The River Till and the Chitterne Abstraction Source. 
It seems apparent to all who are familiar with the River 
Till (a Wylye tributary) that it is affected by abstraction 
from the Chitterne source. Geological factors 
prevented the implementation of a Till stream support 
scheme, a measure that has already been implemented 
on the Chitterne Brook. Of greater concern there is an 
obvious conflict between the requirement by Wessex 
Water to maintain a substantial licence at Chitterne 
(which may also involve the continued export of water 
from the catchment at that point), and the protection of 
the Till as required by the EU Habitats Directive. This 
matter is as yet unresolved.

3. Technical Considerations. The WFA consultants 
have pointed out what they believe to be a number 
of technical weaknesses in the Low Flows studies 
conducted by Wessex Water in cooperation with 
the EA. Given that the Low Flows Investigations 
study will ultimately deliver a definitive verdict on 
the extent and severity of abstraction impacts across 
the catchment, the WFA believes it is absolutely 
essential that all concerned have full confidence in 
the conclusions of this study. Currently this is not the 
case, and the WFA has now set out the areas which it 
believes require review and clarification.

This year is therefore a critical one for the future of the 
Avon and its tributaries, and provides an opportunity to 
set right some of the damage that has been inflicted by 
abstraction and low flows since the 1970s. 

Decisions that are about to be taken will affect the 
condition of these rivers for many years to come, and it 
is important that they are judged correctly.
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The Hunts Green Project:  
a case study in river restoration
At most River Restoration Centre Conferences over 
the past few years there has been much debate about 
the value of river restoration. On the one hand, 
academics have claimed that there have been no 
extensive monitoring programmes to compare pre-and 
post restoration conditions which would prove that 
restoration has delivered improvement. On the other 
hand, practitioners have claimed that you do not need 
scientific levels of proof to see that restoration works. 

As Dr Nigel Holmes, one of the UK’s most respected 
river restoration practitioners puts it: “We know that, 
within weeks of dredging, the biology gets very 
simplified in rivers where most of the in-channel 
features are removed. Providing there is still a range of 
species present in the river, putting the features back 
does lead to a recovery. The real issue is whether the 
range of species is still there to recover, not what you 
do to provide them with habitat.”

This is a view that we at Cain Bio-Engineering 
(CBE) sympathise with. CBE recently had a project, 
commissioned by English Nature, where this debate 
was central to the restoration. 

The stated aim of the project was to return 800m of 
the River Lambourn back to favourable condition. As 
if that wasn’t challenging enough, we were awarded 
the project in early January 2006 and had to complete 
it by late April 2006, which meant that pre-restoration 
monitoring was not feasible. 

However, the project section is run as a wild trout 
fishery and the reason behind the restoration was that 
varying degrees of degradation had been caused by a 
large population of signal crayfish. The most visual 
impact of the crayfish was the collapse of the bank 
due to burrowing. This created an over- wide channel 
leading to banks of silt blinding the gravels, which 
in turn limited spawning sites and sustainable beds 
of Ranunculus. Both were present due to very active 
management by the river keeper. The keeper was 
continually trapping crayfish in an attempt to manage 
their impact. 

So in terms of pre-restoration monitoring we had three 
records: number of fish caught; number of crayfish 
trapped; number of weed cuts.

Our approach to river restoration at Cain is one of 
apparent simplicity based on 20 years of experience:

 �Look at the gross river form (fluvial 
geomorphology).

 �Compare this against typical winter and summer 
flows (hydrology).

 �Determine the cross-section shape that does not 
increase flood risk nor erodes the gravel in the bed 
(hydraulics).

 �Determine the mechanical integrity needed for any 
structures to be installed (engineering).

 �Establish the patchiness and diversity of habitats 
needed to deliver the improvement (ecology), based 
on new river plan form and varying cross sections.

 �Produce project drawings and specifications to 
allow installation and consent to proceed (project 
management).

We carried out a topographic survey for Hunts Green in 
February. This allowed the existing plan form and cross 
section to be compared against that we would expect 
for the historic flow regime. We were then able to 
determine new meander geometry and variable channel 
widths. 

For this project, delivering changes by installing new 
structures was complicated by the need to remove, 
where possible, any signal crayfish habitat. Normally 
we would use large woody debris to naturally change 
river flow patterns. The resulting amendments in 
erosion and deposition, or geomorphological patchiness 
and diversity, would deliver the improvements needed. 

The hydraulic calculations showed that velocities 
could be controlled by cross-section width, so that the 
existing bed gradient - cobble sized gravels - would 
not shift. We used gravel rejects of 40mm-plus to face 
banks and structures to prevent burrowing by crayfish 
and erosion by the river. 

To provide necessary deposition sites, we also used 
very simple structures made by staking live brushwood 
branches from felled willows.

The other major type of structure we used was raised 
berms of variable heights. This provided a multiple 
stage channel that could cope with varying flows where 
velocities would be controlled. Some of the berms had 
ponded areas behind them while others did not. All 
were planted with locally sourced turfs to generate fast 
growing protection for the edge exposed to the flow. 




