Advisory Visit
River Blythe, Warwickshire
June 2015

1.0

Introduction

This report is the output of a site visit undertaken by Tim Jacklin of the Wild
Trout Trust to the River Blythe on the Packington Estate, Warwickshire, on
16th June, 2015. Comments in this report are based on observations on the
day of the site visit and discussions with Simon Jenner, Nick Reeves and Bill
Begg of Blythe Angling and Conservation Society (BAACS).
Normal convention is applied throughout the report with respect to bank
identification, i.e. the banks are designated left hand bank (LHB) or right
hand bank (RHB) whilst looking downstream. National Grid Reference (NGR)
co-ordinates are used to identify specific locations.

2.0

Catchment / Fishery Overview

The River Blythe rises to the south of Birmingham and flows in a broadly
north-easterly direction to join the River Tame at Blyth End, near Coleshill. It
is approximately 45 km long and drains a catchment of 333 km2. The
geology of the catchment consists of Mercia mudstones overlain with drift
deposits of clay, sand and gravel. The latter store groundwater which
supports the base flow of the river in dry weather. The catchment area is
largely rural, but it receives run-off from the M42 and M6 motorways and
urban development around Solihull.
The river is part of a designated drinking water protected area, with large
volumes abstracted for public supply at its downstream end near Whitacre.
The river receives discharges of treated effluent from a number of sewage
works, the largest being at Barston, which contributes about half the dry
weather flow of the river at the point of discharge. The sections inspected
during this visit were between Stonebridge (NGR SP2140083300) and the
M6 crossing (SP2170086600) and downstream of Patrick Bridge
(SP2150081300).
The River Blythe is a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) for 39km
upstream of its confluence with the Tame, which includes the reaches
inspected. The Blythe is a good example of a lowland, clay-based river and
reasons for the designation include the river’s natural structural features
such as riffles, pools, small cliffs and meanders and its diverse plant
community

(www.sssi.naturalengland.org.uk/citation/citation_photo/1001772.pdf). The
SSSI is divided into 17 management units, 15 of which were rated as
“unfavourable – no change” when last assessed against conservation
objectives in 2010. The reasons for the unfavourable condition are
inappropriate weirs, dams or other structures; presence of invasive species
(signal crayfish) and water pollution. Natural England are the government
agency responsible for SSSIs.
The Blythe is covered by two geographical areas (waterbodies) under the
Water Framework Directive (WFD) river basin management plans. These
provide an assessment of the river against targets for various parameters
including biological, chemical and physical quality. This section of the Blythe
falls into the waterbody from Patrick Bridge to the Tame confluence
(reference GB104028042572). Its current overall assessment is “poor”
ecological status because it is falling short of its targets for quality of plants
and algae, probably associated with its concurrent “poor” assessment for
phosphate levels; the latter are too high, probably because of elevated
levels in sewage effluent and from agriculture. The Environment Agency is
the government agency responsible for implementation of WFD.
BAACS is a recently-formed club with around fifty members, and is in its first
season fishing the Blythe on the Packington Estate waters. The club is
stocking the river with 800 trout this season (in batches), half of which are
triploid brown trout and half rainbow trout of 1lb to 1½lb.

3.0

Habitat Assessment
3.1

Iron Bridge area (SP2130084100)

The river habitat here is dominated by slow-flowing, deep glide habitat with
occasional faster flowing riffle sections. The lack of meanders and a poolriffle sequence suggests past modification (straightening, deepening) of the
river channel, probably for land drainage. The land on either side of the river
is in Higher Level Stewardship, and a mixture of arable fields (with grass
margins) and livestock grazing (Photo 1, 2). Aquatic plants are dominated
by species which favour still or slow-flowing water including stands of
common reed (Phragmites australis), pipe reed (Schoenoplectus lacustris),
bur-reed (Sparganium erectum), lilies (Nuphar sp.) and milfoil
(Myriophyllum sp.).

Overall, the in-stream habitat here is not favourable for wild trout to
complete their life cycle, with limited opportunities for spawning and little
suitable shallower juvenile habitat. Where there are riffles present, the
gravel is shallow, compacted and contains a high proportion of fine sediment
which would limit the survival of trout eggs (Photo 3). This observation is
supported by the absence of wild trout in anglers’ catches in this area.
Coarse fish species were observed here, including chub, dace and carp, the
latter possibly having escaped from the lakes on the estate which have an
overflow to the river.
Two areas were seen which have potential for trout spawning and juvenile
habitat. One of these is the streamier section of water with the wooded
right bank, upstream of the bridge (Photos 4, 5). The other is on the bends
below the straight section downstream of the bridge (SP2152084412),
(Photos 6, 7). The trees and bushes on the right bank of the area in Photo 3
provide good low cover over the water; this could be further enhanced by
partially cutting and laying selected smaller trees into the river margins.
Brushwood mattress structures could also be installed along the margins of
the left bank here to narrow the low-flow channel, helping to keep the gravel
free of finer sediment and providing cover for juvenile fish.
The section downstream of the bridge (Photo 6) is the only area observed
where coarse sediment is being recruited to the river. Erosion on the left
bank is providing gravel for the riffle immediately downstream. Here,
increased flow velocity and the gravel substrate are providing suitable
habitat for water crowfoot (Ranunculus sp.) and fish spawning. Several
areas of clean gravel were observed where fish had recently spawned, most
likely chub and minnows. This area (and the one above the bridge) has
potential for trout spawning and should be checked during the winter
(November – December) for redds.
Downstream of the Iron Bridge, grazing pressure on sections of the left bank
is restricting the quality of riparian habitat and leading to accelerated rates
of bank erosion and over-widening of the channel (Photo 8). Reducing
grazing pressure would benefit river habitat here and also provide the
opportunity for more trees to become established. Tree cover is lacking in
this section and shading of the channel important for regulating water
temperature, as trout are a cool-water species which have a maximum
temperature tolerance in the low twenties Celsius.

Photo 1 View upstream from Iron Bridge

Photo 2 Downstream of Iron Bridge. Long sections of slow‐flowing glide dominate the habitat.

Photo 3 Riffle areas tend to have compacted gravel with high levels of fine sediment which is poor for trout spawning.

Photo 4 The streamier section upstream of Iron Bridge is better trout habitat. It could be improved by hinging some of the trees
into the margins of the right (far) bank and installing brushwood mattress structures in the near bank margins.

Photo 5 The riffle at the head of the section shown in the previous photo provides potential spawning habitat. It is important to
retain the overhanging willows here to provide cover and to continue the scouring effect taking place on the gravels.

Photo 6 Meander bend downstream of the long, slow glide below Iron Bridge. Erosion at the toe of the left (far) bank is
recruiting gravel to the river here…

Photo 7…and depositing it on the riffle immediately downstream, providing good fish spawning and invertebrate habitat. The
clean patches visible here are where fish (probably chub) have recently spawned.

Photo 8 Some sections of the right (near) bank are being over‐grazed, degrading the quality of the riparian habitat and promoting
over‐widening of the channel.

3.2

Fishers Hall reach

This reach is located downstream of the previous section, between the ford
(SP2178585157) and the M6 crossing (SP2170086600). Only the sections
to the west of Moat House Farm and downstream of the railway
embankment were inspected. Land use throughout this section was low
intensity, reflecting the Higher Level Stewardship agreements in place.
There is a mixture of wildflower-rich meadows, wet grassland and woodland
alongside the river creating excellent marginal habitat. To the west of Moat
House Farm, the river has a meandering plan-form with a pool and riffle
sequence providing good in-stream habitat (Photo 9). This area would
benefit from increased low, overhanging cover and planting willow whips on
the outside of meander bends is recommended. Low-growing willows
(sallows – the broader-leaved, bushy willows) would be ideal and there are
plenty locally that would provide a source of cuttings (e.g. left bank, Photo
10).
The riffles in this area consist of gravel mixed with nuggets of clay and
contain high levels of fine sediment, which unfortunately does not favour
successful wild trout spawning. Beds of water crowfoot are present on the
riffle here.
The river is straightened alongside the old railway embankment and loses
the pool-riffle sequence, although a fine gravel bed and the presence of
water crowfoot continues (Photo 10). There is excellent low cover over the
water from trees and bushes on the left bank and large woody debris (LWD)
is present in some locations (Photo 11). LWD is good for in-stream habitat,
creating localised scour, depth variation, sorting of river bed substrate, cover
for fish and food for invertebrates. For these reasons, LWD should be
retained rather than removed from the river wherever possible.
Downstream of the railway embankment, the river becomes wider and
shallower, with extensive beds of water crowfoot (Photo 12).

Photo 9 West of Moat House Farm, the river has a meandering plan‐form and pool‐riffle sequence, providing some good in‐
stream habitat. However, the large amount of fine sediment on the riffles does not favour trout spawning. This area would
benefit from more low cover, for example by planting willow whips on the outside of bends.

Photo 10 Although the channel is straightened alongside the old railway embankment and lacks a pool‐riffle sequence, the river
has a gravel bed, abundant water crowfoot and excellent low cover along the left (far) bank.

Photo 11 Large woody debris provides excellent in‐stream habitat and should be retained.

Photo 12 The shallow, more open section towards the M6 crossing supports large beds of water crowfoot.

3.3

Patrick Bridge (SP2151081317)

This section of river is around 2 km upstream of the Iron Bridge reach. It is
located about 1 km downstream of the confluence of the Eastcote Brook,
which carries the effluent from Barston sewage works noted in Section 2. A
small number of wild brown trout have been recorded here in BAACS
catches.
Upstream of the bridge, the river is very straight suggesting it has been the
subject of previous river engineering works. The river is very open, lacking
in tree cover and the banks are grazed by cattle which has restricted the
quality of the riparian habitat and is a source of fine sediment entering the
river. Lower livestock densities and / or restricted access to the river would
benefit river habitat here (Photo 13).
Downstream of the bridge, riparian habitat is better, with a fringe of
emergent aquatic plants present (Photo 14). The river is relatively open
immediately downstream of the bridge, but with progress downstream
becomes more shaded by mature trees, mainly willows, which restricts instream vegetation but provides woody debris in the channel (Photo 15).
Throughout the section, the shape of the channel is uniform, with little
variation in depth or width, no pool-riffle sequence and relatively high banks,
again suggesting that this section has been engineered in the past. Apart
from one riffle near the bridge, the river bed is dominated by fine sediment
and no opportunities for trout spawning were seen in this reach.
At the downstream end of this reach, the river becomes more meandering
and the in-stream habitat more varied, although slow glide habitat continues
to dominate (Photo 16).

Photo 13 Upstream of Patrick Bridge the river is straightened and there is unrestricted livestock access to the channel which
impacts quality of the riparian habitat and increases fine sediment inputs.

Photo 14 Downstream of Patrick Bridge there is better riparian habitat and a gravel riffle area downstream of an overhanging
willow. Wild brown trout have been caught in this area.

Photo 15 Further downstream from Patrick Bridge the channel is shaded by crack willows and woody debris is common. The
overall shape of the channel remains uniform and there are high levels of fine sediment.

Photo 16 At the downstream end of the Patrick Bridge beat the river becomes more meandering and in‐stream habitat is more
diverse.

4.0

Recommendations

In general, the habitat seen during this visit is not well-suited to wild brown
trout due to the lowland nature of the watercourse and significant
modification of the channel. The opportunities for spawning and the areas of
suitable juvenile habitat are very limited. Adult trout habitat is more
common, but the long sections of very slow-flowing glide are not favourable
in this respect. Wild trout are known to inhabit the upper reaches of the
River Blythe and BAACS report catching them regularly and in a range of
sizes (indicating successful recruitment) on the water they formerly fished at
Barston (upstream of the reaches visited).
In contrast, only a small number of wild fish have been caught from the
reach inspected on this visit. These have been limited to the upstream beat
suggesting they may have dropped downstream from further up the river
and that immigration of fish from further upstream is the most likely source
of wild fish.
In order to maximise the number of wild fish colonising the reaches
inspected, a number of factors need to be considered.
The Eastcote Brook confluence is located between the former (Barston)
reach fished by BAACS and the reaches in this report. This tributary carries
the effluent from Barston sewage treatment works which approximately
doubles the dry weather flow of the Blythe. Given that the Blythe is also a
potable water supply, the effluent treatment standards are likely to be high,
but it is possible there could be a localised effect on water quality. This
could form a water quality barrier which limits colonisation with wild fish
produced higher up the catchment. Before any commitment to habitat
improvement works, it is recommended that more information is sought
regarding water quality. As discussed on the visit, detailed invertebrate
sampling and analysis (to species level) can provide an insight into this and
it is recommended that the club contact Dr. Nick Everall to discuss what
might be possible. Dr. Everall is also a registered trainer for the Riverfly
Partnership, so there is potential for BAACS members to become trained and
take part in the Anglers’ Riverfly Monitoring initiative (www.riverflies.org).
It is possible that high water temperature may create a thermal barrier to
trout colonisation, given the slow flow of the river, the input of (generally
warmer) treated effluent and the lack of shading on long sections of the

river. Existing data may be available from the Environment Agency or
submersible temperature loggers are available relatively cheaply which could
be deployed in the river (e.g. www.geminidataloggers.com/dataloggers/tinytag-aquatic2).
Habitat improvement measures that could be implemented by the club
include:


Hinging and laying trees (Photos 17, 18). This would be beneficial
along the right bank in the area shown in Photo 4.

Photo 17 Introducing low cover by laying smaller trees (up to 20cm diameter)

Photo 18 Partial cutting and laying of trees (like hedge laying) is a quick way of creating low cover which is
firmly fixed to the bank.



Installing low brushwood berms or “mattresses” (Photo 19) in the
margins of the left bank of the area shown in Photo 4.

Photo 19 Example of a low brushwood berm, providing excellent cover for juvenile fish and a medium for the
colonisation of marginal aquatic plants.



Planting trees to increase low cover over the margins of the river in
selected areas. Most native deciduous species would be beneficial but
willow is by far the easiest to transplant and manipulate. Low growing
willow species (sallows, such as Salix caprea and S. cinerea) are ideal.
The quickest and easiest way of planting is with willow, by pushing
short sections of willow whip into the ground. This can be undertaken
at any time of the year, but will have the greatest success if
undertaken within the dormant season, shortly before spring growth
begins (ideally late Jan-March). Whips should be planted into soft,
moist earth/sediment so that there is a greater length within the
ground than out of it, to minimise the distance that water has to be
transported up the stem; 30-60cm of whip protruding from the ground
is sufficient. Planting the whips on an angle over the water will
encourage the beneficial growth over the river and also allow water to
be transported up the stem more readily and help to prevent it from
drying out and dying.
Prior consultation with the landowner, tenant and Natural England is
essential to ensure proposed planting fits in with conservation
objectives and stewardship agreements, and to ensure any planting is
protected from grazing.
Areas which would benefit from increased marginal tree cover are
downstream of Iron Bridge and the meandering section to the west of
Moat House Farm.



A more ambitious habitat improvement that could be considered is the
re-naturalisation of sections of river that have been made artificially
straight and deep in the past, by re-creating meanders, re-introducing
gravel riffles and re-connecting the river to its floodplain. This would
be relatively expensive depending upon the scale (£200K+), require
consultation with landowners, tenants, Natural England and the
Environment Agency, with careful consideration given to land
drainage, flood risk, conservation objectives and the river’s natural
sediment transport processes. Similar projects have been delivered
elsewhere (with a partnership approach) with multiple benefits
including increased floodwater storage and improved biodiversity and
fisheries (Photo 20).

Photo 20 River Glaven, Norfolk, pre‐project – a straightened, engineered channel.

Photo 21 Restoring meanders alongside the river channel

Photo 22 River Glaven, post‐project, being managed under Higher Level Stewardship. A restored channel,
meandering across a re‐connected floodplain, providing floodwater storage, biodiversity and fisheries benefits.
More information at http://www.wildtrout.org/content/river‐glaven

Please note that because of the SSSI status of the River Blythe, it is a legal
requirement that Natural England are consulted and written permission
obtained prior to any works affecting the river.
It is also a legal requirement that all works to the river require written
Environment Agency (EA) consent prior to undertaking any works. The EA
will consult Natural England as part of the consenting process, but it is far
easier to have discussed and agreed proposals with both organisations in
advance of a formal consent application

5.0

Making it Happen

The WTT can provide further assistance to help implement the above
recommendations. This includes help in preparing a project proposal with
more detailed information on design, costs and information required for

obtaining consents to carry out the works. If required, a practical visit can
be arranged to demonstrate habitat improvement techniques. Demand for
these services is currently high but WTT is able to provide further advice and
information as required. Further advice on fund-raising can be found at
http://www.wildtrout.org/content/project-funding.
We have produced a 70 minute DVD called ‘Rivers: Working for Wild Trout’
which graphically illustrates the challenges of managing river habitat for wild
trout, with examples of good and poor habitat and practical demonstrations
of habitat improvement. Additional sections of film cover key topics in
greater depth, such as woody debris, enhancing fish stocks and managing
invasive species.

The DVD is available to buy for £10.00 from our website shop
http://www.wildtrout.org/product/rivers-working-wild-trout-dvd-0 or by
calling the WTT office on 02392 570985.

The WTT website library has a wide range of materials in video and PDF
format on habitat management and improvement:
http://www.wildtrout.org/content/index.
6.0
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7.0

Disclaimer

This report is produced for guidance and not for specific advice; 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. Accordingly, 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 comments made in this report.

