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Key Findings 

 

 The basic physical habitat provided by the Black Bank 

Syndicate’s section the River Wear is of a high quality, being 

a dynamic upland river system with active geomorphology. 

 The habitat present is capable of supporting most stages of 

the salmonid lifecycle and locally native invertebrate 

populations. 

 There is a general lack of salmonid spawning habitat, owing 

to the dynamic nature of this area of the catchment, but this 

is not a major issue providing other local areas (tributaries 

and lower energy channel sections) are protected and can 

supply juvenile fish to the reach.  

 One of the major impacts upon habitat along the reach is the 

extensive pruning of low-level and trailing branches. This has 

denuded the river margins of cover and reduced the 

availability of structure in which fish can evade predators.  

 Ceasing bankside tree pruning and undertaking light 

coppicing and tree/branch laying to promote low level growth 

can quickly and easily begin to rectify the lack of low-cover.  

 Potential impacts to the reach are present in the form of 

nutrient inputs from felling activity along the banks and land 

use upstream, and the presence of a sewage works outfall. 

These should be regularly monitored to ensure any impacts 

can be rapidly reported to the Environment Agency. 

 Effective long-term monitoring of the river could be 

undertaken by sampling river fly populations upstream and 

downstream of the potential issues to provide a comparison. 

 Fencing to exclude livestock from the main tributary of the 

reach could potentially improve juvenile salmonid production 

in the area that will support the fishery. 
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1.0 Introduction 

This report is the output of a site visit to the Black Bank Syndicate 

(BBS) waters on the River Wear, undertaken by Gareth Pedley of the 

Wild Trout Trust (WTT). The visit was initiated following an approach 

to the WTT from Giles Alcock who is a member of the Syndicate. The 

purpose of the report was to assess habitat on the syndicate’s reach 

and advice on potential measures that could be undertaken to 

improve the management of wild fish populations in their section.  

Normal convention is applied throughout this report with respect to 

bank identification, i.e. the banks are designated left bank (LB) or 

right bank (RB) whilst looking downstream. Upstream and 

downstream references are often abbreviated to u/s and d/s, 

respectively, for convenience. The Ordnance Survey National Grid 

Reference system is used for identifying locations. This report covers 

observations made on the day of the visit and discusses options for 

future management. 

Table 1. Overview of the waterbody details for the sections of river visited 

 Upper Waterbody details  Lower Waterbody details 

River Wear Wear (Middle) 

Waterbody Name 
Wear from Middlehope Burn to 

Houselop Beck 
Wear from Houselop Beck to 

Beechburn Beck 

Waterbody ID GB103024077461 GB103024077462 

River Basin District Northumbria Northumbria 

Current Ecological 
Quality 2015 

Moderate – ‘Good’ or ‘High’ for all 

aspects except Specific Pollutants 
and Supporting Elements and Priority 

Substances, for which it achieves 
‘Moderate’ and ‘Fail’, respectively. 

Moderate – ‘High’, ‘Good’ or ‘Supports 

Good’ for all aspects except for 
Macrophytes and Phytobenthos, for 
which it is assessed as ‘Moderate’. 

U/S Grid Ref of 
reach inspected 

NZ 09340 36124 

D/S Grid Ref of 
reach inspected 

NZ 11267 35213 

Length of river 
inspected (km) 

2 

 (http://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/WaterBody/GB103024077461 & 

GB103024077462) 

http://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/WaterBody/GB103024077461
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Under the Water Framework Directive (WFD) classification, many of 

the parameters assessed for the waterbodies have been scored as 

‘Good’ or ‘High’. However, in the upper waterbody, the ‘Moderate’ 

score for Specific Pollutants and Supporting Elements and ‘Fail’ for 

priority substances lowers the overall classification to ‘Moderate’ as 

it is the lowest score which dictates the outcome. This is likely linked 

to impacts of mining (particularly lead) and surface runoff in the 

catchment. For the lower waterbody, a score of ‘Moderate’ for 

macrophytes and phytobenthos prevents the waterbody from 

achieving good status. This is likely to be at least in part due to 

diffuse pollution, sedimentation and excess nutrients (see habitat 

assessment within this report for more evidence of elevated nutrients 

e.g. excess algal growth). 

 

2.0 Catchment / Fishery Overview 

The River Wear supports a mixed fishery, prized for both its resident 

trout (Salmo trutta) and grayling (Thymallus thymallus), and its 

migratory salmonid fishing, for sea trout (Salmo trutta) and salmon 

(Salmo salar). The river also holds good numbers of coarse fish in 

the middle and lower reaches, particularly chub (Leuciscus cephalus) 

and barbel (Barbus barbus), some of which now reach specimen 

sizes; however, the Black Bank reach is on the very u/s limit for 

coarse fish, owing to its dynamic nature and coarse substrate.   

For a broader overview of the catchment, several other reports for 

the River Wear can be viewed on the WTT website. 

BBS consists of 8 anglers (5 of which regularly fish). Historically, the 

water was stocked with diploid brown trout, then triploids, until 

stocking was ceased completely around two seasons ago. It is 

suspected that most anglers within the syndicate practise catch and 

release, although fish can be taken (suspected c.15% exploitation for 

migratory fish - some brown trout are also taken).  There is a general 

presumption that fishing should be with fly only except in high water 

conditions. 

BBS controls approximately 2km of the Wear. The fishing is primarily 

double bank, except for the farthest u/s pool, for which the upper 

portion is shared with other angling interests on the far (LB). There, 

a pragmatic solution to the shared ownership has been devised, 

whereby both sets of anglers can fish the whole pool, from either 

bank, providing that all anglers adhere to the agreed conditions.  
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3.0 Habitat Assessment 

This section of the Wear is a typical upland spate river with a 

generally coarse substrate and areas of exposed bedrock and 

occasional deposits of finer substrate within sheltered areas of the 

river margin, usually alongside pools (Fig. 1). Despite being a high 

gradient, high energy river and therefore transporting much of the 

finer material through the main channel, a surprising amount of algae 

was present on the river bed throughout the reach, indicating 

excessive nutrient input, likely exacerbated by prolonged low flows.  

The nutrient issue may be in part due to the significant periods of 

high rainfall, elevated river levels and associated erosion and surface 

runoff experienced over the winter of 2015/16 that has supplied 

excess nutrients to the system, as has occurred on many rivers this 

winter; however, it is certainly something that should be monitored 

as a potential issue. In addition to the flood impacts, it may also be 

that reactive dredging etc. (particularly on small tributaries and field 

drains) following the floods has greatly increased sediment and 

nutrient inputs in the lower water conditions following the floods, 

when river flows are less able to transport the fine particulate 

material (which much of the nutrients will be bound to), depositing 

them on the river bed.  

Figure 1. A gravel and bedrock section with evidence of excess algal growth (resembling 

aquatic weed) on the bed.  
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Where the bankside trees and vegetation remain, good quality 

marginal cover and shading are present, additionally a great source 

of organic matter and terrestrial invertebrates to the river. There is 

also the potential to selectively lay (as with a hawthorn hedge) some 

of the more pliable species (willow Salix spp., hazel Crataegus 

monogyna, elm Ulmus minor) down along the bank or into the 

channel (Fig. 2).  

Figure 2. A highly beneficial, diverse array of grasses, herbaceous vegetation, shrubs and 

trees on a bank that has not been maintained.  

In many areas laying, or coppicing, to promote low-level growth 

could help compensate for impacts of pruning low branches that has 

been undertaken to improve angler access but creates a significant 

deficit of vital low-level/trailing cover in the margins (Fig. 3 & 4a-d).  

Often, pruning of low branches is the result of well-meaning but very 

detrimental tree management aimed at improving angling 

access/ease of casting. This type of management should be avoided 

wherever possible. Compromising habitat to improve access is a 

common issue on river fisheries but can significantly limit the fish 

carrying capacity of a reach for both resident and migratory fish 

stocks, as well reducing the time/flow conditions in which migratory 

fish will hold within an area. Conversely, increasing the occurrence 

of marginal and in-channel cover and structure will greatly increase 

the number and, potentially, size of fish a river can hold.  
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Figure 3. A nice riffle and pool but where are the low-level and trailing branches that should 

naturally occur and greatly increase the fish-holding capacity of the pool? 

 

  

 
Figure 4a-b. Further examples of excessive pruning work that has left most pools with a 

complete absence of vital low-level, fish-holding cover.  

 

a. b. 

d. c. 



  7 

 

Reinstating the low-level and in-channel structure that has been 

removed will increase the survival rate of wild fish, providing them 

with important refuges from high flows and predators. Consider the 

fact that a fish can far more easily swim through trailing 

branches/woody material than a predator such as a cormorant, 

goosander, merganser or otter. Even a short delay caused to the 

predator may be sufficient to allow the fish to escape. Increasing the 

level of shade, at least in the margins has also been shown to help 

mitigate detrimental river warming in bright, low-water conditions. 

Figure 5 demonstrates a more natural looking section of the river 

where, owing to its shallow water and lower potential as a migratory 

salmonid fishing run, the low-level branches have been left in place. 

This is the type of river margin that should be promoted over the 

deeper water areas and, although slightly trickier to fish, those areas 

will then produce, protect and hold greater numbers of fish, more 

than compensating for the restricted access through the greater 

availability of fish-holding lies/fishing opportunity. The only addition 

to make would be some trailing vegetation/submerged structure 

(e.g. willows/branches) that would be even easier to retain within 

deeper pool/glide habitat. 

Figure 5. A far healthier looking section of riparian zone within the reach. 
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In some areas, large woody material (LWM) has been retained and 

provides valuable habitat that is bound to hold fish (Fig. 6); however, 

only a short distance d/s, overhanging/trailing branches with similar 

fish-holding ‘potential’ have again been cut off to ease 

casting/covering of the lie and reduced its potential to hold fish (Fig. 

7).  

Woody material creates significant enhancements for fish, providing 

cover and security for parr and adult resident trout in low flows but, 

as with other in-channel structure, also provides potential resting 

areas for migratory fish (Fig. 8). Migratory fish are then likely to 

remain in those areas for longer than they would do without the 

structures and the more structures there are, the better spaced the 

fish will be through the reach, rather than all simply congregating in 

the occasional deep pool where the only available cover is. 

Woody material provides a range of other significant benefits to a 

watercourse (Fig. 9), creating flow diversity and scour. Such 

structure encourages deposition of substrate within the river margins 

which helps to maintain an appropriate channel width, maintains the 

depth of pools by focussing flows into the central channel at low 

water and focussing flow energy to scour and maintain the water 

depth in higher flows. The depositional areas around such structures 

also provides important habitat for sediment loving species like brook 

and river lamprey (Lampetra planeri & L. fluviatilis respectively) and 

certain invertebrates that provide food for fish and beneficial fly 

hatches for anglers.  

While large woody features/washed out trees may not remain in 

place forever, they often withstand floods for longer than might be 

expected as they occurred in those places through natural deposition 

in the first instance. The heavy weight of a root-ball acts as an anchor 

around which the tree will pivot, almost invariably ending with the 

canopy facing d/s, making the structure less susceptible to 

subsequent flood action as debris tends to wash past. Such features 

are all too often removed to reduce flood risk, which is another 

important reason to retain them as habitat features within a river 

section where flooding is not an issue. If, the structure does 

subsequently naturally move d/s, it is likely to then enhance the 

habitat of another location for the duration of its residence there.  
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Figure 6. Beneficial LWM that is just bound to hold fish and forms a likely target to fish to. 

 

Figure 7. Low-level hazel branches that have been pruned, greatly decreasing their potential 

as a fish-holding feature. Such features should be actively promoted with occasional limbs 

laid into the water to create sub-surface structure and fish cover. 
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Figure 8. A beneficial branch that is currently providing valuable habitat in the tail of the 

pool. While they remain in place, such features are also likely to increase the residence 

time of migratory fish passing through. 

 

Figure 9. A large tree washed out during a flood and deposited along the LB. This provides 

valuable cover, encourages deposition in the river margin and increases flow diversity within 

the channel - all beneficial features.  
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Although not having fallen into the channel yet, several large trees 

were noted to be in a precarious position, with potential to fall into 

the channel (Fig 10a & b). The management of those trees would, on 

many fisheries, be removal through coppicing, particularly in high 

flood risk areas or where infrastructure is at risk. However, owing to 

the absence of any major flood risk or susceptible infrastructure in 

the immediate area and potential for large trees to remain in place 

providing numerous benefits, it is proposed that those trees are left 

in place to develop naturally. Often, if such trees survive in place 

through the first flood (remaining tethered by the remains of the 

rootstock), the deposition that occurs within and around the canopy 

starts to lock it in place, further securing the structure.  

Figure 10a & b. Leaning trees that it would be beneficial to allow to fall into the river and 

develop natural, in-channel features.  

Some deeper pools are present within the BBS reach and they are 

likely to be the main locations in which the larger resident and 

migratory fish will reside. In addition to increasing the cover and 

structure in some of the shallower pools and glides to increase their 

potential to hold fish, retaining any naturally produced branches and 

promoting new growth through planting with willow whips would also 

improve these existing deeper pool hotspots (Fig. 10).  

b. a. 
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Figure 10. One of the deeper pool areas that is likely to be a major holding point for larger 

fish. This area can be further improved by increasing the cover and structure but improving 

the other areas of the fishery will spread angling opportunities out more, retaining more 

fish throughout the BBS waters.   

Owing to the high energy nature of the River Wear in this area, the 

potential for main channel spawning is limited, with the steep 

gradient and high velocity flows limiting retention of 10-60mm 

gravels/cobbles which are required for salmonid spawning. 

Correspondingly, a large portion of the spawning that supports this 

reach is likely to occur further u/s and in particular on the numerous 

tributaries. Unfortunately, the only tributary along BBS water capable 

of supporting significant spawning, the Bradley Burn (aka Houselop 

Beck), is impacted by livestock access to the channel (Fig. 11). This 

denudes the banks of vegetation cover and is likely to significantly 

increase the input of sediment to the Burn. As salmonids require well-

sorted gravel/cobble substrate, free from fine sediment, in which 

their eggs can incubate, this is likely to be a notable impact. 
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Figure 11. Bradley Burn (red line) flows through cattle grazed fields with no stock exclusion 

from the Burn. Seeking to address the issue by installing a buffer fence along the Burn would 

be highly beneficial in improving habitat there, and therefore natural salmonid production.  

Providing that juvenile salmonids reach BBS waters, habitat for those 

fish is well provided. The active geomorphology of the reach ensures 

there is a diverse array of depths and flow velocities suitable for 

supporting fry through to adult fish. Shallow margins and side 

channels within the gravel bars provide sanctuary areas for fry and 

small parr (Fig. 12), and coarse substrate provides a high diversity 

of flows and micro habitats/territories for larger fish (Fig. 13).  

Two potential pollution sources were noted during the visit, the first 

was the sewage treatment works (STW) discharge at the confluence 

of Bradley Burn (Fig. 14). On the day, the discharge had no 

discernible colour or odour but it is always advisable to monitor such 

things, reporting any suspected issues immediately to the 

Environment Agency (0800 80 70 60) and Northumbrian Water. The 

other issue was a very small tributary draining an area of recently 

felled conifers on the RB (Fig. 15). A visible accumulation of fine 

sediment was observed in the river margin at the point of discharge. 

While this may appear minor, the sediment input and nutrients (likely 

phosphate) leaching into the watercourse as the tree brash decays is 

likely to contribute further to elevated nutrient levels on the Wear 

system. Seeking that the forestry operators create a settlement 

lagoon u/s of the discharge would be beneficial.  
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Figure 12. Shallow, slow-flowing fry habitat through to faster, deeper parr habitat.  

 

Figure 13. Deeper glide and pool habitats with diverse, coarse boulder structure provides 

habitat for larger parr and smaller adult salmonids. 
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Figure 14. The STW discharge at the confluence with Bradley Burn. Although impossible to 

tell without water quality analysis, there did not appear to be any issues with this discharge 

but it should be monitored for abnormalities such as discoloured water, sewage odour, 

sewage fungus around the discharge etc. 

Figure 15. Fine sediment input and likely increased nutrients emanating from an area of 

recently felled coniferous forestry. Installing a settlement lagoon on the watercourse u/s of 

its discharge to the river would be best practice in this situation.  



  16 

 

Although no formal invertebrate sampling was undertaken during the 

visit, casual observations identified numerous species of aquatic and 

terrestrial insects that will all contribute to the river ecosystem and 

healthy salmonid stocks. Those accurately identified to species level 

include Ephemera danica (mayfly), Rhithrogena semicolorata (olive 

upright), Bibio marci (hawthorn fly) but others were also identified 

to order or family level including Diptera, Empididae spp. (danceflies) 

and Plecoptera (stoneflies). Several of the aquatic species score 

highly as water quality indicators.  

Figure 16a. Plecoptera stonefly nymph & b. an Ephemera danica mayfly.  

As well as invertebrates, other potential signs of a healthy aquatic 

ecosystem were observed. Dead frogs, with the body and back legs 

eaten and spraints on prominent riverside rocks are reliable evidence 

of the presence of otters Lutra lutra in the area. Ensuring that 

habitats are all maintained/allowed to develop to the highest natural 

standard will help ensure that there are sufficient fish stocks within 

the river to cater for all river users. 

Figure 16a. A partially eaten frog and & b. an otter spraint. Evidence of an otter having been 

in the area recently. 

 

 

 

a. b. 

a. b. 
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Recommendations 

3.1 Tree Work 

3.1.1 Cease pruning 

The single biggest area for improvement on BBS waters will be to 

cease pruning of bankside trees in favour of promoting valuable low-

level and trailing cover that will undoubtedly increase the fish holding 

capacity of those areas. The best plan will be to discuss this option 

with all members so that everyone understands the rationale behind 

the decision and accepts that it will improve the wild fish production, 

availability of fish-holding water and ultimately, the fishing.  

It is often said that there is little that can be done to improve in-

channel habitat on high energy, relatively natural upland rivers, and 

this is somewhat true (adjacent land use can often be improved). 

Removing the human impacts is often all that is required – simply 

allowing the habitat to develop naturally is invariably the optimal 

course of action. The management of upland rivers is very different 

from more heavily altered and impacted midland/lowland rivers. 

Even where past channel maintenance (dredging and straightening) 

has been undertaken, often just allowing the natural 

geomorphological processes to reinstate is sufficient.  

However, there are a few small-scale tweaks that can be made to 

speed up the recovery of low cover habitat through tree planting, 

hinging and coppicing – all of which should be undertaken sparingly. 

3.1.2 Planting 

Where there is sufficient light penetration to the bank and a lack of 

low-level cover, planting is recommended. Most native deciduous 

species would be beneficial but willow is by far the easiest to 

transplant and manipulate.  

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 (ideally around the waterline) 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. Again here, tidy is not 

best. Planting the whips on an angle, pointing d/s and over the water 
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will encourage beneficial low-level growth and ease the 

transportation of water up the step, reducing the risk of it drying out 

and dying; this will also reduce their susceptibility to wash-out in 

high flows. Small, bushier shrub species (like goat willow Salix 

caprea) are often best but most willow can be used in this way.  

3.1.3 Laying/hinging 

Where established trees of suitable, pliable species and size are 

present (hazel, elm and willow), these can be laid d/s at 30O or less 

to the bank, or into the water (particularly willow which will thrive in 

the wet conditions). Laying trees replicates the natural process which 

occurs as tree limbs grow out over the river and sag or are forced 

into the watercourse by high flows, so undertaking light laying helps 

to reinstate some of the habitat lost through past pruning.  

Laying involves cutting part way through the stem/trunk while 

downward pressure is applied to the stem (like laying a hawthorn 

hedge), until it can be forced over into the channel (Photos 17 & 18). 

The depth of the cut should be limited only to that which is required 

to bend the limb over, as this will retain maximum strength in the 

hinge and maintain the health of the tree/shrub. On small shrubs, 

cutting the stem at a very shallow angle then putting an axe blade 

into the cut and hitting it with a hammer can also work. 

Photograph 17. Hinged willow. 
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Photograph 18. Hinged hazel. 

A prime location to trial this would be as indicated in Figs. 19 & 20 

(NZ 10977 35562). The willow highlighted, and possibly some of 

the hazel a short distance d/s, could be laid down into the channel 

to provide the much needed in-channel structure. Undertake this as 

a test and see if it holds more fish – you may be pleasantly 

surprised! 
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Figure 19. Location of a willow that would be a great test case for laying.  

 

 

 

Figure 20. Closeup of the willow indicating how it should be laid right into the river 

channel/water to provide cover and structure.  
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3.1.4 Coppicing 

Where trees are present but the canopy has been lifted above the 

water level (>1m) e.g. Figs. 3 & 4a-d, coppicing of the occasional 

trunk can be undertaken to encourage low-level re-growth and 

rejuvenate the tree. The treatment should be undertaken sparingly, 

as tree canopies also provide habitat for many other species, create 

valuable shade over a watercourse and supply terrestrial 

invertebrates and leaf litter to supplement food webs in the river.  

When undertaking coppicing, existing low cover (if present) should 

also be retained. Figure 21 (immediately after) & Figure 22 (2 years 

after) show how effective coppicing can be at reinstating low cover. 

In the photograph, coppicing has been undertaken on a line of trees; 

however, it is only recommended to undertaken this work on one, 

possibly two trees per pool to avoid a short-term loss of habitat (until 

the canopy regrows) and creation of a major maintenance issue. Care 

should be taken to ensure that work does not disturb otters, bats or 

nesting birds, as this would constitute an offence under the Wildlife 

and Countryside Act 1981.  

Figure 21. Recently coppiced alder (photo courtesy of the Environment Agency). 

 

 



  22 

 

Figure 22. Alder 2 years post coppicing now providing high quality low-level cover and 

excellent features around which to fish (photo courtesy of the Environment Agency). 

3.2 Fish stock management 

The decision to stop stocking by BBS is to be highly commended. The 

River Wear is a large, dynamic river with plenty of scope for wild fish 

production, something already apparent by the good numbers of 

resident and migratory fish it supports. Sympathetic, hands-off 

management of the habitats, with a small amount of habitat 

improvement (rather than angler access improvements) will only 

serve to strengthen fish stocks and improve the river’s fish 

populations. 

The native trout populations of Britain and Ireland possess great 

genetic diversity, making them amazingly resilient to changing 

environmental conditions and able to continually adapt to a wide 

range of habitats and environmental conditions. This enabled them 

to thrive in our rivers since the last ice age (without human 

interference) and they should continue to do so in the future if we 

can limit our impact upon them and their habitats.  

However, in the latter part of this period (last 50-200 years), the 

human impact upon those fish populations has increased 

exponentially, with major issues arising from industrial pollution, the 

way in which we manage riparian land (e.g. significant intensification 

of agriculture) and how we manage rivers (e.g. dredging to increase 
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flood conveyance, and denuding vital habitat to reduce perceived 

flood risk or to ease angler access to rivers). All of these factors have 

a significant detrimental impact on the wild fish populations that 

rivers can support. To compound the habitat-related issues, direct 

interference with wild fish populations also increased, with large 

numbers of hatchery fish introduced to rivers.  

Stocked fish (both diploid and triploid), are affected by domestication 

and unnatural selection, even within one generation in the hatchery 

(so this includes fish from wild brood-stock schemes). Having grown 

and survived in an unnatural captive environment (concrete raceway, 

earth pond or tank) they are poorly adapted for the very different 

conditions of a natural river. Adaptation to a farm environment is 

cumulative, with the wild traits (genetic diversity and behaviours), 

and survival rates in the wild decreasing with each generation in 

captivity. The forced mating that occurs in a hatchery also bypasses 

vital chemical and visual aspects of wild selection that exist to ensure 

mate compatibility and maximise the fitness of wild fish. 

It’s a ‘catch 22’ situation: if stocked fish don’t survive long enough 

to reproduce in the wild, or are infertile (triploids), they are just an 

additional impact upon the ecosystem (as the river only has a limited 

amount of food and space); if they do survive long enough to breed 

then they have the potential to suppress wild fish production through 

‘hybridisation’, as their offspring (including crosses with wild fish) 

have much poorer survival than the native, wild fish. Well managed, 

natural river habitats (without stocking) have a far greater capacity 

to produce and support healthy fish populations, at all life stages.  

From emerging out of the gravel, wild trout disperse throughout the 

available habitat to find territories appropriate to their individual size 

and dominance. They constantly compete to maintain a “pecking 

order” which ensures the dominant fish maintain priority over the 

best lies, where drifting food is the easiest to intercept for the least 

energy expenditure. They will remain there (often for years in the 

case of a large, dominant fish) until displaced by another more 

dominant individual or until they die (or are killed).  

This natural process ensures that the available habitat is always 

utilised to best effect and the river holds the optimal number of fish, 

naturally. As salmonid survival is density dependant, the greater the 

habitat variation and abundance (cover, in-channel structure and 

flow diversity), the greater the number of trout that will survive each 

year and the more fish a reach can hold. For this reason, maximising 

the occurrence of those features and avoiding unnecessary 
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tidying/pruning ensures that the river holds the maximum number of 

fish possible under the given conditions (something that is not 

possible through stocking).  

In contrast to wild fish, stocked fish are often transient and select 

less energy-efficient lies; they therefore lose condition and tend to 

leave or die within a few months (sometimes weeks) of being 

stocked. In the meantime however, they cause increased competition 

and potentially displace the wild fish. 

It must be remembered that even without stocking, the river will be 

naturally re-stocked. Wild trout spawning and recruitment means 

that new fish are produced within, and enter into a river section each 

year for anglers to catch. The naïve fish may often be the smaller 

ones, but the overall greater population will provide sport for all sizes 

of fish. (N.B. Introducing stocked fish can easily disrupt this 

balance - e.g. the habitat required for five 0.5kg stocked fish 

may have originally supported many more wild fish, in a range 

of sizes from parr upwards) 

Although it may appear counterintuitive, for all of the above reasons, 

stocking can often lead to less fish within a river by suppressing the 

wild population (particularly if undertaken year upon year) whereas 

wild fisheries have the potential to support much greater overall fish 

populations. Consequently, many angling clubs actually report 

increased catches after ceasing stocking as demonstrated by the 

ever-increasing number of case studies that on the WTT website link 

- www.wildtrout.org/content/trout-stocking).  

There is also an excellent video produced by Wild Fish Conservancy 

North West that documents how Montana stopped stocking and 

greatly increased fish numbers in the rivers – 

(www.youtube.com/watch?v=U_rjouN65-Q&app=desktop) 

To further safeguard natural fish stocks, increased promotion of 

catch and release fishing is also advisable, for both resident and 

migratory stocks. This need not be mandatory but will greatly assist 

in preserving valuable wild spawning stock and improving natural 

trout production, so there is no harm in opening the discussion within 

the syndicate on a regular basis.  

Consider the fact that the larger fish caught possess the 

characteristics necessary to survive well in the wild and, if these fish 

are returned, they have a good chance of attaining even larger size 

and further enhancing angling opportunities. On fisheries where a 

http://www.wildtrout.org/content/trout-stocking
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U_rjouN65-Q&app=desktop
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very high percentage or complete catch and release is practiced the 

results are often staggering, with fish produced way in excess of the 

sizes expected; however, this cannot be achieved if the fish are killed 

before they have had time to attain their maximum potential size. 

Surprisingly, even reasonably light exploitation can often limit the 

upper size that resident trout stocks can achieve; conversely, on 

many fisheries where near or complete C & R is practiced, good 

numbers of fish are now reaching trophy sizes.  

3.3 Pollution prevention/water quality 

It is recommended that the forestry operator for the area of clear-

felled conifers is contacted to ask them to install a settlement lagoon 

on the watercourse at, to reduce the amount of fine sediment and 

potential nutrients entering the River Wear at NZ 10427 35689.  

It is also advisable to continually monitor the outfall from the STW 

(NZ 10656 35651) to ensure that no obvious pollution is occurring. 

Undertaking river fly monitoring (www.riverflies.org/rp-riverfly-

monitoring-initiative) at a sites u/s and a short distance d/s would 

be another method to more accurately monitor the long-term water 

quality of the reach in general and the discharge.  

 

4.0 Making it Happen 

WTT may be able to offer further assistance such as:  
 

 WTT Project Proposal  
o Further to this report, the WTT can devise a more 

detailed project proposal report. This would usually detail 

the next steps to take and highlighting specific areas for 
work, with the report forming part of a land drainage 

consent application.  
 WTT Practical Visit 

o Where recipients are in need of assistance to carry out 
the kind of improvements highlighted in an advisory visit 

report, there is the possibility of WTT staff conducting a 
practical visit. This would consist of 1-3 day’s work, with 

a WTT Conservation Officer teaming up with interested 
parties to demonstrate the habitat enhancement 

methods described above. The recipient would be asked 
to contribute only to reasonable travel and subsistence 

costs of the WTT Officer. This service is in high demand 
and so may not always be possible. 

 

http://www.riverflies.org/rp-riverfly-monitoring-initiative
http://www.riverflies.org/rp-riverfly-monitoring-initiative
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 WTT Fundraising advice  

o Help and advice on how to raise funds for habitat 

improvement work can be found on the WTT website – 
www.wildtrout.org/content/project-funding 

 

The WTT officer responsible for fundraising advice is Denise Ashton:  

dashton@wildtrout.org 

In addition, the WTT website library has a wide range of free 

materials in video and PDF format on habitat management and 

improvement: 

www.wildtrout.org/content/index 

We have 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 

www.wildtrout.org/product/rivers-working-wild-trout-dvd-0  

or by calling the WTT office on 02392 570985. 
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6.0 Disclaimer 

This report is produced for guidance only; 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. 

 

http://www.wildtrout.org/content/project-funding
mailto:dashton@wildtrout.org
http://www.wildtrout.org/content/index
http://www.wildtrout.org/product/rivers-working-wild-trout-dvd-0

