Overview of the Walkover Assessments conducted on the Pont and
Blyth
catchments
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immediately downstream of Hartford Weir

1.0

Pont and Blyth Catchment overview

The walkovers of the Pont and Blyth system undertaken during this project
have highlighted the wide scale impact of dredging and realignment in the
catchment, the full extent of which was previously poorly understood. As the
walkovers progressed, the impact of severely dredged, degraded channel
morphology upon the ecological status of the catchment became increasingly
evident; in most cases, degraded sections directly adjoin each other, with
few areas of un-impacted, interspersed channel.
The consequences of these impacts for rheophilic fish species such as trout,
salmon and grayling include:


a severe scarcity of spawning habitat through an absence of shallower
riffles and associated clean gravel substrate;



a lack of shallow margins, greatly reducing habitat value for any
juvenile fish that are produced, due to narrow incised channels;



an absence of flow diversity within disturbed, riffled water, greatly
reducing fish shelter;

Whilst major restoration of the river channels was suggested in the earlier
project reports, the significant requirement of this to at least punctuate
degraded sections was not fully realised until later, when more of the
catchment had been observed. With this in mind, it is strongly suggested
that for significant improvements to fish populations to be achieved, areas of
major restoration are likely to be required.
The other significant issues impacting on the system were sedimentation and
barriers. It is hoped that the Northumberland Rural Diffuse Pollution
Partnership will begin to tackle the sediment issues that compromise the
little spawning habitat that is available. Several additional sources are also
identified throughout the reports, with potential actions to be taken.
Similarly, most of the barriers to fish movement (both resident and
migratory) have been highlighted, and removal/improvement of passage
over these, will be a further significant factor in the improvement of fish
stocks on the catchment, along with the restoration of natural
hydromorphological function their removal would facilitate.

2.0

Prescription

Wherever possible, the optimal remediation for dredged, re-sectioned and
realigned channels is to reinstate their natural course. This not only restores
the natural channel diversity, and correct gradient for that area of the
system, but also directly reconnects the watercourse with its original bed,
helping to restore natural fluvial processes.
The opportunity for this should be investigated fully before other options are
explored, as there appeared to be significant areas of the catchment where
this type of work may be feasible, particularly where large riparian buffers
were already in place. Full restoration will not be possible in all sections, but
reinstating sections of more natural channel planform and gradient, closely
mimicking that of more natural sections, could facilitate the required natural
processes. In conjunction with the major work, the in-channel habitat
improvements also suggested in the reports would greatly improve habitat
quality and capitalise on any gains realised through restored sections.
The exact design of this prescription should be informed by a qualified
geomorphologist, but some of the principles that could be used are
highlighted within the reports (particularly Pont – Med Burn to Small Burn).
Wherever possible weirs on the catchment should also be removed, again
with some input form a geomorphologist to anticipate some of the
consequences of the removal. Issues highlighted through this process should
not prevent the removal, as the adjustments will be part of the transition to
more natural processes, but would allow for mitigation measures to be put in
place. There is an ever-increasing bank of knowledge and experience within
the British river restoration community that can inform the weir removal
process. For example, EA N-W has removed nearly twenty structures from
the River Irwell alone.
Significant improvements to fish stocks on the Pont/Blyth catchment are
likely to be achieved through a long-term programme of work, but the
techniques highlighted within the reports provide a range of options for both
shorter-term habitat enhancements and the longer-term river restoration
measures.

