The Allen River – Damerham Trout Fishery

Advisory Visit June 2019

Key Findings:
•

The Allen River already supports what appears to be a
healthy wild trout population.

•

The river has huge potential to be enhanced to create
improved holding lies for adult trout.

•

The demand for available water to support the fish farm and
the lakes is having an adverse impact on the stream.

•

With careful management the river could be attractive to
wild trout anglers.

•

Creating more in-stream cover and variations in depth profile
will provide more opportunities for trout to hold within the
reach.

•

Any angling undertaken must be carefully managed on a
purely catch and release basis using barbless hooks, and
access strictly controlled to avoid too much angling pressure.
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1.0

Introduction

This report is the output of a site visit to a 1km stretch of the Allen River that
runs through the site of the Damerham Trout Fishery (DTF), which is located on
the Hampshire/Dorset border.
The request for the visit came from the fishery owner Mr. John Lay and the
management team that run the Damerham Trout Fishery, which is a wellestablished stillwater trout fishery consisting of several spring and stream fed
lakes. The lakes are predominantly stocked with rainbow trout, which are bred
and reared on site. The lakes also support occasional brown trout, which are
mainly wild fish that have entered the lakes via inlet or outlet connections to the
adjacent Allen River.
The DTF management team are keen protect and improve the stream, which is
known to support good numbers of wild brown trout and wish explore options for
developing its wild fishery potential to complement the stocked stillwater fishery.
Comments in this report are based on observations made during the site visit
and discussions on the day with the management team. Normal convention is
applied with respect to bank identification, i.e. 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 specific locations.

Map 1. Allen river Damerham. © streetmap
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River

Allen River

Waterbody Name

Ashford Water

Waterbody ID

GB108043015800

Management Catchment

Hampshire Avon

River Basin District

South West

Current Ecological Quality Good status

U/S Grid Ref inspected

SU 106153

D/S Grid Ref inspected

SU 116145

Length of river inspected

1.0km

Table 1. Overview of the waterbody. Information sourced from:
https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/WaterBody/GB108043015800

2.0 Catchment Overview
The Allen River is one of several high quality chalkstreams that rise from the
Cranborne Chase chalk plateau. The Tarrant, Dorset Allen and Crane all flow
south to join the Dorset Stour, whereas the Allen River, Sweatford Water and
Ebble all flow south east to eventually join the Hampshire Avon.
The Allen River, or Ashford Water rises from the chalk between the villages of
Martin and Tidpit, where the upper reaches are characterised as true
winterbourne. The perennial flow is usually found only just upstream of the
village of Damerham itself. Water quality is considered to be very good and the
river is classified as being in good ecological condition under the Environment
Agency’s Water Framework Directive assessment (table 1), despite the stream
being fragmented by several water level control structures and channel
modifications.

3.0

Habitat Assessment

The brown trout population that resides in this reach of the Allen River have
benefitted from long sections of the stream receiving little, or no management.
Long sections are hidden away behind a dense riparian zone of heavy tree and
scrub cover. As such the stream has been left completely undisturbed by
anglers, with the extensive tree cover also providing valuable protection from
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predators. It will be critically important to conserve as much of this natural cover
as possible when considering how best to provide some access for the fly fisher
and deliver enhancements that are likely to increase the holding capacity of the
reach.
The top of the beat commences a short distance downstream from a water level
control structure that is located on a neighbouring property. Due to access
restrictions it was not possible to assess the impacts of the structure and
whether, or not, it is currently passable for fish. This should not be too much of
a concern as the amount of available habitat for natural trout production above
DTF is likely to be quite limited in extent, with the perennial source of the
stream located only a short distance upstream of Damerham village. As there is
some doubt as to how much stock augmentation is being made via displacement
and downstream drift, it will important to ensure that spawning and nursery
opportunities are maximised at the very head of the DTF reach.
It was noticeable that flow in the stream appeared to increase over the full
length of the fishery, which would be consistent with natural groundwater
augmentation at various locations, either through the bed of the stream, or
percolating up from various adjacent riparian sources, including the bed of the
lakes themselves.
The stream channel near the top boundary is very narrow and may only provide
viable angling opportunities in the spring and early summer period, before
summer weed growth starts to naturally constrict the channel width. These
effects will be exacerbated following a drier than average winter, when a
combination of low flow and bank-side reed encroachment may render these
upper sections unfishable by high summer. That said, every niche that appeared
to have some potential seemed to hold a trout and there was considerable scope
to increase the adult trout holding capacity with some simple habitat
manipulation which is described in section 4 of this report.
Tree shading here is very important. Shafts of direct sunlight (photo 1) are to be
encouraged to help to promote valuable weed growth, particularly for plants
such as water crowfoot Ranunculus sp. If too much high-level tree cover is
removed however, then encroachment by emergent vegetation (photos 2 & 3)
will occur and result in a requirement for expensive and time-consuming
maintenance work.
A short distance downstream the riparian tree cover provides extensive shading
which limits virtually all weed growth (photo 4). It was interesting to see the
areas of fine sediment deposition providing an indication of the ideal channel
width for the current flow discharge. The overall channel width at this location
was considered to be slightly too wide to generate sufficient flow power to keep
the fine sediments rolling down through the system. Numerous wild trout were
observed, invariably sitting over areas with a clean gravel bed, even in areas
with limited cover.
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Photo 1. Here the channel is the right width for the given flow discharge. The combination of
sufficient flow velocity and some direct sunlight enables crowfoot to be established.

Photo 2. Where shading is limited the marginal herbs and emergent grasses and reeds soon
squeeze the wetted channel width. Opportunities for fly fishing in sections like this are very limited
although they provide valuable cover for juvenile trout at the very head of the reach.
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Photo 3. Where there is virtually no shading then encroachment by tall emergent plants such as
Norfolk reed and branched burr reed result in the channel being completely blocked.

Photo 4. Heavy shade and no in-channel weed growth. Note the line delineating the clean gravel
bed from the areas of fine sediment deposition.

Cover within central sections of the channel on the heavily shaded sections was
at a premium. Occasional pieces of large fallen woody material (photo 5) were
providing some “bolt hole” cover for fish. River margin cover derived from
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trailing annual plants and low-hanging tree branches was providing some
excellent habitat in the margins, especially for juvenile trout.
Unfortunately, due to the fact the fishery is so close to the perennial head of the
system the stream appears to only generate modest flow power and would only
ever be “bank-full” and flowing powerfully following an exceptionally wet winter.
The net result is that even where there is fallen woody material, that might help
to generate bed scour, it barely even moves the fine bed sediments under the
current flow conditions. As a direct result the stream bed is uniformly flat,
lacking any significant bed-shape variation.

Photo 5. Cover within central sections of the channel was generally sparse, highlighting the value
of any fallen woody material providing at least one refuge area for an adult trout.

It was difficult to get an accurate assessment of the channel planform, but it
looked to be comparatively straight. Spawning opportunities were limited here
without the varied bed profile that a naturally meandering planform can provide.
Areas of clean, sediment free gravel that might be conducive for spawning, are
usually found on naturally scoured pool tails, or on the gravel bars formed on
the cross-over sections between meander bends. Fine sediment was smothering
the underlying gravel bed up to approximately half the width of the channel
(photo 6) and this sediment band will fluctuate in width depending on the
prevailing river flow. That said, the channel could be altered using woody flow
deflectors to radically pinch the channel width and help promote elevated flow
velocities resulting in gentle bed scour to develop depth variation. Additionally,
fine sediment will be sorted from bed gravels and be deposited where the flow is
moderate.
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Photo 6. Dark, fine sediment smothering the bed over approximately half of the channel width.
Note the lack of any cover over the gravel run, which could be improved to help improve trout
holding potential.

Approximately halfway along the reach, the river channel splits to facilitate the
provision of flow into the fish farm (photo 7). A water level control structure
straddles the farm bypass channel which regulates the flow split, which at the
time of the visit clearly highlighted that the majority of the flow was passing
through the stews leaving the river somewhat depleted.
Unfortunately, a combination of the location of the farm, coupled with the
configuration of the flow splits means that any wild trout production in the reach
above the farm is unlikely to benefit the lower half of the fishery. All the stew
inlets were screened but these would be unlikely to stop the entrainment of
juvenile trout on downstream redistribution. Some fish may find their way
downstream via the bypass channel, but most will navigate downstream via the
channel carrying the majority of the flow. Once entrained into the stews, survival
is unlikely.
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Photo 7. High level carrier feeding the majority of the available flow through the stews. The trash
screens are unlikely to stop 0+ brown trout being entrained into the stews where very few, if any
will survive.

Downstream of the fish farm the stream appears to pick up flow and the channel
dimensions become noticeably larger. Some flow is again diverted away from the
stream into an adjacent still water fishery, before being returned towards the
lower end of the lake. It is recommended that flow through the lakes are
throttled to just maintain water levels, as the extra flow would be much more
beneficial to the river environment, rather than the lake. It is recognised that
the shallow nature of some of these lakes means that extra flow may be needed
during periods of hot weather, or when barometric pressure is exceptionally low,
resulting in extra demand on available oxygen levels. An advantage of reducing
flow into the lakes at all other times is that additional nutrient rich sediments will
also be bypassing the lake, potentially reducing siltation pressures and perhaps
help to limit weed growth.
The river channel through the section adjacent to the main lake fishery is
comparatively open and it was surprising that weed growth was comparatively
sparse. This could be down to a number of factors, including bird grazing
pressures, or in the case of water crowfoot, low flow velocities.
In two separate locations there were low weirs (photo 8 & 9) that have been
installed, presumably to try and lift water levels and create increased water
depth up stream of the structures. Low weirs like these are a common sight on
chalk rivers, with many being installed in response to low flow conditions, in an
attempt to conserve water depth. The initial increase in depth created by these
impoundments are now long gone, with the bed levels having risen due to the
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interruption of natural sediment transport through the system. It is
recommended that both of these structures be removed and are replaced with
natural woody flow deflectors pinned to the riverbed with driven chestnut posts
but with gaps of somewhere between 1m and 2m left to allow sediments to role
through the system. If the channel width is squeezed at these locations with
woody flow deflectors then slightly deeper water can be created where the water
flumes through the gap and promotes bed scour, or at least sweeps fine
sediment away from lightly excavated pools. In such low energy streams, it is
often necessary to loosen the riverbed material to assist flow deflectors,
especially when gravels become naturally cemented together by calcium
carbonate precipitate.
If removing the weirs is deemed to be undesirable, then a partial removal to
create a flume through a narrow gap would be recommended.

Photo 8. Low blockstone weir. Note the height of the bed upstream of the structure. Complete
removal and the construction of a natural woody flow deflector is recommended for this site,
driving down the bed and creating additional water depth below the gap.
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Photo 9. Another low and full channel width bed impoundment which should be removed to enable
improved sediment transport.

In a few locations channel shading was particularly dense, particularly from
occasional softwoods (photo 10) which are considered to be inappropriate for
chalkstream margins and where possible these should be completely removed.
In the sections adjacent to and immediately downstream of the lake fisheries,
the stream supports some good quality riparian habitat (photo 10), particularly
adjacent to the RB. Cover for fish in central channel locations is still very sparse
(photo 11). However, the channel begins to take on a slightly more natural,
meandering planform further downstream, but the bed topography is still largely
flat, with the whole reach consisting of a shallow and laminar glide habitat, with
very little cover other than found tight into the margins.
The theme continues downstream into a lightly wooded area. Here the channel
shape was more varied (photo12), but in-channel cover was still at a premium
and is likely to be a serious bottleneck to the natural holding capacity of the
river and will be supressing wild trout densities in the reach as a whole. This
lower stretch also appears to be under the influence of Alderholt Mill, which is
located less than 1km downstream. When rivers are impounded like this it
drowns out the natural slope of the riverbed and results in slow water velocities,
deposition and severely limits any beneficial bed scour or pool development. It is
recommended to make a visit to Alderholt Mill and inquire as to whether, or not,
there is any scope to run the water through lower and faster.
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Photo 10. Over hanging tree cover that touches the water surface provides good quality cover in a
channel that is otherwise seriously lacking in weed growth and therefore cover for fish. Softwoods
however should be removed from river margins where they cast intense dark shade.

Photo 11. Collapsing stands of water hemlock provide some cover for juvenile trout in the slack
margins of these wide, open sections.
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Photo 12. Towards the bottom of the beat the channel takes on a more natural meandering
planform but the river appears to be under the influence of the downstream milling impoundment
at Alderholt Mill which severely limits habitat development.

4. Conclusions and recommendations
The Allen River running through the Damerham Trout Fishery (DTF) has huge
potential for enhancement and with careful management could support a lowkey wild trout fishery. Water quality is obviously superb, but the stream may
struggle to support a viable fishery from mid-summer onwards, especially
following a drier than average winter.
It is recognised that the fish farm and the lake fisheries are what defines DTF
but there may well be scope to manipulate structures to give the stream a much
better share of the water resource. This is the single action that will help to
enhance the stream ecology and its trout population the most.
Balancing the needs of the business against those of the stream environment is
going to be extremely difficult, but it is worth exploring how flows that currently
bypass long sections of the stream might be manipulated, so that reaches that
are currently depleted of flow might be shortened. This might mean
modifications and relocation of lake and farm structures and experimenting with
flow splits to prioritise as much flow as possible into the stream. It is possible
that some of these measures might also benefit the lake fisheries through
reduced nutrient loads and sedimentation rates, which might also reduce algae
and weed densities within the lakes.
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Water resources aside, the main habitat bottlenecks appear to be a lack of well
covered holding areas for adult trout. Spawning and recruitment does not
appear to be an issue, despite the obvious issues associated with the inlet to the
fish farm. Wild trout were evident throughout and were seen both above and
below the farm, indicating that local recruitment is not an issue of concern.
There are a number of actions that could be taken that would significantly
improve the habitat quality within the stream and provide improved
opportunities for adult trout in particular and make the stream a far more
attractive option for the wild trout angler.
Removing any full channel-width bed impoundments is recommended. The key
to creating slightly deeper water to hold larger adult brown trout is to try and
drive the bed down, rather than hold levels up. Running the water through as
fast and as low as possible will help to keep fine sediment rolling through and
encourage gentle bed scour to eventually create those all-important holding lies.
The current channel width is considered to be excessively wide for the average
flow discharge over long sections of the stream. Wholesale channel narrowing
would be expensive, time consuming and perhaps not even desirable but
strategic sections of the channel could easily be pinched using natural woody
(tree trunk/branch) flow deflectors. These would be very effective at
encouraging sinuous flow patterns, in what are otherwise comparatively straight,
uniformly shallow sections.
There is plenty of material avaible for use, with some very old alder stools
(photo 13) that could be coppiced in the winter to win woody materials for flow
deflectors (Photo 14 & 15). Brushwood tops can also be utilised to create
brushwood ledges or shelves (photo 16).
An alternative solution on the more open sections is to consider manipulating the
stream bed with a tracked excavator to create shallow pool and run features. A
pdf file which describes how these techniques can be successfully used in a
shallow chalk stream channel is provided with the report as an appendix.
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Photo 13. Alder stools could be re-coppiced to win materials for building flow deflectors

Photo 14. Typical flow deflector popped into a shallow chalkstream to promote bed scour and
sorting of sediments. Note how the fine sediments have been swept away from the end of the
deflector.

Woody flow deflectors can take many forms but should be as natural as possible
and although straight logs can be used, complex bushy trunks are preferable
and provide valuable cover and look more natural. Where the objective is to
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narrow channels, flow deflectors should always be configured to point slightly
upstream, as the erosive forces will always be at right angles to the deflector.
The ends of any deflector should be keyed into the riverbank to reduce risks of
any bank erosion. When installing any woody habitat structures into the river it
is imperative that they are firmly fixed, or have a catch cable attached so that in
the event of a flood the deflector is still attached to the bank.
More information on the effective deployment of flow deflectors can be found
here: https://www.wildtrout.org/assets/files/library/4%20instream_structures.pdf

Photo 15. Note how the deflector is keyed into the bank and points slightly upstream. Flows can
pass either over or under the deflector to effect bed scour.

Where there are existing bank-side trees present (photo 16) it is sometimes
possible to drop, or hinge them into the channel, almost like hedge laying. The
tree should still be attached to it’s own trunk and remains alive but can be
dropped into the water to promote bed scour, collect and consolidate sediment
on the inside line and provide excellent cover for fish, as well as food for
invertebrates species that require organic material such as rotting bark and leaf
litter.
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Photo 16. Brushwood shelves can be used to squeeze the channel width, promote flow energy in
the adjacent channel and provide a support matrix for aquatic emergent plants. These structures
catch fine sediments and can be planted up with marginal emergent plants and chalkstream herbs.

Photo 17. An example of a tree that could be trimmed and hinged into the channel to create an
enhanced trout lie. Tops would need to be trimmed off to avoid a full width dam forming.
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Photo 18. Typical shallow, flat section of channel where a flow deflector might be deployed.

Towards the lower end of the section there were examples of where emergent
vegetation was growing in central channel locations. If possible, this should be
discouraged by grubbing out the root systems and replanting them in marginal
zones, possible within a brushwood matrix. Encouraging the emergent reeds to
encroach into the channel from the margins will help accelerate flow velocities
and reduce the risk of plants growing in those central channel locations where
they will be in danger of collecting more sediment and blocking the channel.

Photo 19. Ideal site for brushwood berm/shelf
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5.0 Making it Happen
Further assistance from the Wild Trout Trust is available in the form of:
• Helping obtain the necessary consents for carrying out in-stream works,
from either the local authority or Environment Agency (depending upon
whether the river is designated Main River or not).
•

A practical visit, which involves a visit from a WTT Conservation Officer to
demonstrate the habitat improvement techniques outlined above. This
enables recipients to obtain on the ground training in the appropriate use
of conservation techniques and materials, including Health & Safety,
equipment and requirements. This will then give projects the strongest
possible start leading to successful completion of aims and objectives.
Recipients will be expected to cover travel expenses of the WTT
attendees.

The WTT website library has a wide range of free materials in video and PDF
format on habitat management and improvement:
http://www.wildtrout.org/content/library
The Wild Trout Trust has 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
https://www.wildtrout.org/shop/products/rivers-working-for-wild-trout-dvd or by
calling the WTT office on 02392 570985.
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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.
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