
 
 

 

St James’ Leat proposed habitat enhancement works 
 

St James Leat is a side stream off the River Exe in Exeter. It flows between 

the University of Exeter (Ducks Meadow) and the University playing fields 

(GR SX9390).  

The Leat is important an important fishery and has the potential to be 

fantastic habitat for wildlife, both in the river and on the banks. The proposal 

is to carry out some improvements to the habitat to help the Leat achieve its 

potential as a place for wildlife and for people to enjoy. 

 

Did you know? 

 Rivers are dynamic and diverse habitats home to a wide range of wildlife.  

 

 The more diverse the range of habitat features in a river channel, the 

greater the potential for biodiversity. 

 

 In order to provide the full range of habitat features required for 

freshwater life, a river channel needs to consist of a sequence of bends, 

shallow riffles, deep pools and a variety of flow patterns. 

 

At present, St James Leat is an artificially straightened and rather homogenous 

river channel that is suffering from eroding banks which affects access for people 

and dogs.   

 

So what’s going on? 

The proposed project consists of small works in the channel that will focus on 

accentuating the existing ‘pool-riffle’ sequences to create more diverse habitat. 

 

The works will make use of selected adjacent trees – some of which have 

already fallen – to create in-channel flow deflectors. These will create localised 



 
 

 

scouring of the river bed, deepening pools for adult fish and providing more 

defined gravel riffles which are ideal for improved spawning opportunities. 

 

The introduction of more natural wood into the channel will provide important 

habitat for freshwater invertebrates and shelter for juvenile fish. 

This project uses tried and tested techniques and closely involves both Devon 

Wildlife Trust and the Environment Agency. The project is also supported by 

Exeter City Council 



 
 

 

 



 
 

 

 
Please refer to drawing: Exe1207/02/MB 
The proposed structures 1-11 are as follows: 

 

   

     
 

    

     
 

1. V-shaped paired LWD deflectors secured 
to bed   to created localised bed scour 
  
 

An example V-shaped deflector  

2. Eroded bays from dog swimming to be 
repaired and protected by hinging and 
securing adjacent willow saplings along the 
bank 

An example of hinged willow LWD 

 

3. Cut up existing fallen poplar boughs and 

fix in-channel to create localised scour and 
deepen existing pool 
Example of secured LWD (cross section). 
  

4. Bankside LWD ‘dragons-tooth’ flow 

deflector backfilled with brashings from 
tree works. Brashings fixed down with 
sweet chestnut posts and fencing wire 
  



 
 

 

    

     
 

    

     
 

5. LWD flow deflector (see structure 3) 
 
Example of secured ‘LWD groyne’ keyed 
into bank and secured with sweet chestnut 
posts and fencing wire 

 

6. Mini log flow deflectors positioned on 
existing riffle to create localised scour that 
will ‘sort’ gravel – enhancing spawning 
habitat potential 
Example secured to bed with steel bars 

7. D-shaped LWD berm around existing 
rubble deposit to accentuate flow variations 
and amplify localised bed scour 

 

 

8. V-shaped deflector secured to bed (see 
structure 1). 
 

Example of paired deflectors 
  



 
 

 

   

     
 

    

     
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

9. Over-stood willows on the small island 
pollarded and used to protect eroding banks  
  

An example of brushwood bank protection 
being installed 

10. Mini log deflectors used to sort gravel 
on existing riffle (see structure 6) 
 

 

11. Margin habitat enhanced with planted 
coir logs in combination with small flow 
deflectors to encourage deposition of fine 

sediment. 
  



 
 

 

What about erosion? 

 

 At present the greatest risks of bank erosion on St James’ Leat stem from 

invasive plants taking over during the summer and leaving bare banks 

during winter months. Dogs scambling in and out of the leat have also 

caused some localised erosion. Both of these issues will be addressed (at 

least in part) by the project. 

 

 The project is designed to promote the natural ‘scouring’ effect of the river  

in the centre of the channel whilst protecting the soft river banks. The 

design will not increase overall water velocity through the leat  

 The works include structures that will be strategically located to deflect 

flows horizontally towards the centre of the channel and vertically to 

enhance variations in water depth.  

These deflectors will be positioned in areas with high densities of 

vegetation and tree roots protecting the banks and will locally increase 

flow velocities to promote a more varied habitat. 

 

 In the unlikely event of any unforeseen erosion issues then the structures 

can be quickly and easily re-configured or removed 

 

 

What about flood risk? 

 

 The project is designed to not increase the risk of flooding. The works will 

only proceed when the Environment Agency’s permission has been given – 

they will formally review the project for flood risk as part of the Flood 

Defence Consent process.. 

 

 As part of the Flood Defence Consent process, the project plans have 

shown that:  



 
 

 

o The project will not result in any significant reduction in channel 

capacity and does not involve large-scale introduction of materials 

into the floodplain. 

 

o The proposed structures will be keyed into the existing banks 

(where applicable) and fixed to the bed. All the wood will be cut 

into sections small enough to limit the risk of blockage to structures 

downstream. 

 

o The project will result in a slight increase in over-all channel 

roughness but will not increase the risk of any local flooding. 

 

What about the trees? 

 

 The project is in partnership with Devon Wildlife Trust. 

 

 Trees will be carefully selected and inspected for birds and bats 

 

 Where possible the deflectors will make use of existing fallen boughs and 

branches. 

 Some local willows will benefit from pollarding to preserve the life of the 

tree and allow a little more light to reach the river. 

 

So what’s the end result? 

The aim is to boost the habitat value of St James leat for particularly for fish, 

freshwater plants and invertebrates , and increasing the amount of wildlife in the 

area.l.  

The Leat should be a more attractive place to visit, with more light over the 

river, an increase in flowing water weeds and a more interesting waterscape. 



 
 

 

 

Where can I get more information? 

Please contact Mike Blackmore from the Wild Trout Trust on 

mblackmore@wildtrout.org for more information 

mailto:mblackmore@wildtrout.org

