River Dever – Sutton Scotney

An Advisory Visit by Nick Lawrence on behalf of the Wild Trout Trust
Janurary 2019
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1. Introduction

This report is the output of a site meeting and walk-over survey of the River Dever
from the Mill House at Sutton Scotney to the road bridge at Wonston. The section
visited is marked on map 1.
The request for the visit came from the land owner, who is keen to explore
opportunities to enhance and improve the fishery, as well as review management
practices. The visit and report were to assess habitat for trout and other wildlife
and to make recommendations to improve that habitat. The land owner owns the
Mill House at Sutton Scotney and has acquired a section of meadow and woodland
which the river runs through upstream of his house. His two neighbouring land
owners, who were not present, are interested in working towards the same goals.
They as a whole are interested in improving the river and surrounding land for
wildlife and fish.
Comments in this report are based on observations on the day of the site visit and
discussions between the land owner and myself, Nick Lawrence.
Throughout the report, normal convention is followed with respect to bank
identification, i.e. banks are designated Left Bank (LB) or Right Bank (RB) whilst
looking downstream.

Downstream limit

Upstream limit

Map 1 Mill house to Wonston reach on the River Dever

The Sutton Scotney fishery visited lies downstream of Micheldever. The Dever is
a small tributary of the Test and shares many of the Test’s chalk stream
characteristics including gin-clear water, relatively constant flows and a wide
range of aquatic vegetation. The upstream end of the fishery at the road bridge
at Wonston SU 47334 39542 and the downstream end below the Mill house at the
road bridge in Sutton Scotney SU 46585 39942.
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The fishery itself consists of one section of main river channel, with a few small
channels joining it from groundwater sources. There is a weir structure at the
bottom. In all, the fishery extends to approximately 1 mile of channel.
The river Dever water body classification is available on the Environment Agency
website:
https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchmentplanning/WaterBody/GB107042022770
2. Catchment and fishery overview

The River Dever is a fine example of a chalk river. Although smaller than the River
Test, it carries many of the characteristics on a smaller scale and is still very
prolific for the brown trout (Salmo trutta). The river is designated as a Site of
Special Scientific Interest (SSSI, Appendix 1).
The Dever rises from the chalk aquifer near the village of West Stratton where
groundwater-fed springs feed this winterbourne section. The river flows west
before eventually meeting the River Test at Newton Stacey.
The river has a lovely wild character apart from the milling structure which is
impounding the reach above and impeding fish passage.
The lower river is largely managed as a stocked trout fishery downstream of
Bullington but does have good wild populations throughout, and the upper reaches
show that this river can be managed successfully for wild fish. The potential for a
truly wild trout fishery is significant but the lower, more commercial fisheries are
unlikely to sway to this until fishing trends change.
A significant area of concern for the Dever is nutrient pollution, especially
phosphorous, elevated from sources such as domestic sewage, agriculture and
watercress farming.
3. Habitat assessment

The habitat quality within the River Dever is mainly determined by flow, channel
morphology, geology, river bed gradient and local river maintenance regimes,
both historical and latter day.
Many of the habitats which support the SSSI are associated with high water levels,
maintaining comparatively damp riparian habitats. High quality in-channel
habitats require the river to run relatively fast in order to achieve favourable
condition. Chalkstream reaches that have more variety in channel shape and form
(pools, riffles and glides) provide more valuable habitat (including for wild trout
and salmon) compared to long sections of impounded river, usually uniformly
characterised by a smooth glide and laminar flows.
In the bottom section, as viewed from the road bridge that leads to The Mill House,
there is an old weir (Photo 1, SU 46609 39922). This weir has led to a devastating
loss of habitat upstream of it which again can be seen in the photo. It can only
really be described as a slow flowing canal. The river has been robbed of its natural
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flow, and sediment has been deposited on the bed of the river in large quantities,
smothering the gravels and restricting the natural processes of the river.

Photo 1 Looking upstream from bridge at weir, note the head height of 6 foot.

This weir is also an impassable barrier to fish passage. Fish need to migrate for
reasons such as spawning and to find better places to feed. This barrier is stopping
that migration. This far up the system it will not affect salmon but it will affect
local populations of brown trout, grayling and bullheads.

Photo 2. Upstream of weir, laminar flow, straightened, overwide, devoid of marginal plants with
railway sleeper cladding.
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The first issue that needs to be addressed is the weir, which is affecting the habitat
in Photo 2. If the weir was lowered or removed the habitat in Photo 2 could change
dramatically.
Upstream of the weir for at least 100-150 yards the river is impounded, which
gives artificial depth and reduces the flow dramatically. This has allowed the silt
to deposit onto the river bed, suffocating the gravels and impeding their natural
movement downstream.
The thick layer of fine silt is impeding the growth of certain aquatic plants, most
notably water crowfoot (Ranunculus spp., a very important weed in the
chalkstream environment), which will lead to a subsequent reduction in the
suitability of the habitat for fish and invertebrates.
The railway sleeper cladding, as viewed in Photo 2, is inhibiting the marginal
interface between the land and the river. It was suggested that this should be
removed and replaced with brushwood faggots in order to lessen the “canal” look.
The land owner was in agreement. The sleepers end 40 yards upstream of the
weir, and there is a much-improved marginal interface, including the presence of
sedges. This should be encouraged and not be mowed or cut. With the removal of
the sleepers and replacement with faggots, the margin could be planted to help it
on its way.

Photo 3. 100 yards above the weir, the effect of the weir is lessening and natural processes are
resuming: the river is self-narrowing with common reed (Phragmites), gravel is showing and there
is improved weed growth.

After the footbridge at the top of the garden the river is showing fewer signs of
impoundment (Photo 3).
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The river is self-narrowing with encroaching common reed (Phragmites). Here the
river is more its natural width (about one third of the width above the weir), and
there is good gravel showing and improved weed growth. This is due to the
lessening effects of the weir and the river being able to do more as it wants. This
paints a good picture of how the river could look if the weir was removed.

Photo 4. Adjacent to the main river was this oasis of a spring fed tributary, which has clean gravels
and a great variety of natural woody material, to diversify the channel.

After the more formal section in the garden, the river begins to take shape, and
is in very good order for the rest of the reach that was visited. There is a small
tributary that joins the main river below the weir and rises only a hundred yards
or so above Photo 4. It is an oasis of nursery habitat for small fish and good
spawning habitat. Fish were observed in this area during the walkover survey.
The naturally fallen trees and wild nature of this tributary are a good blueprint for
the management of a reach of water: benign neglect can be very beneficial to the
habitat of a river and its surrounding wildlife.
There is one issue with this stream. It seems to be have some ornamental use in
some other gardens that could not be visited on the walkover. This could be
partially viewed but certainly the last garden it visits before it joins the main river
has a summer weir (Photo 5) that is restricting fish passage up the stream which
is a shame as fish would migrate up this stream to spawn.
Just downstream of this, where the stream narrows and is not affected by artificial
barriers, there is evidence of spawning (Photo 6), as there was on much of the
upper section. If this barrier was open fish would flood up to the oasis of habitat
previously mentioned.
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Photo 5. Small summer weir impounding the spring tributary, restricting fish passage.

Photo 6. Downstream of summer weir on the spring fed tributary, evidence of redds being cut.

Upstream of the garden is the shared water of which the land owner owns all of
the RB and his neighbours previously mentioned own the LB. The river starts to
become a pristine habitat. If the same management practices are employed that
have been done in previous years, the river will continue to thrive.
Where the river backs onto the next garden upstream the RB is completely
unmanaged and has a lovely boggy reedy margin (Photo 7). Most garden sections
of river are overmanaged, resulting in poor habitat. However, in this stretch little
effort has been made to try and turn the river bank into a lawn. It still had a reedy
edge and a wild feel, providing good habitat. Redds were observed at the top of
this garden.
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Photo 7. Upstream of Mill House, garden on LB and lovely unmanaged boggy margin on RB.

This section still has room for improvement. A couple of strategically placed bits
of woody material would improve the habitat, one on either bank, to diversify flow
regimes and scour some of the riverbed to improve spawning sites.
Along the whole reach wherever there was a diversification in flow regimes, usually
with some pinch caused by natural woody material, there was evidence of redds
being cut (Photo 8).

Photo 8. Redds everywhere, evidence of a good population of wild trout.

Throughout the walkover survey in the upper section, it was evident that this was
a special place for wildlife and fish: because of the unmanaged nature of the
woodland there have been many gifts from nature to the river in the form of woody
material.
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Without exception, all of these gifts had evidence of spawning trout under or
downstream of them. This is an endorsement of the highest praise by the fish in
complimenting the health of the river. The best example of a gift is the cover
photo, with this pinch from naturally fallen woody material creating a small pot
which is great habitat for fish to sit in to feed but again noticeably there were
redds cut on the upslope of the pot.

Photo 9. This naturally fallen wood paints a picture of the pristine state of the river.

Although there is a good picture for much of the river, there is still some room for
improvement. The habitat is good as stated but there is a lot of shade. In fact, for
most of the half mile or so there is no in-stream weed and very few encroaching
marginal habitats due to the over shading of the channel. Although this is not a
huge issue, localized sky lighting would be beneficial, combined with some
strategically placed woody material to encourage diversications in flow and
marginal habitat.

Photo 10. Naturally fallen habitat evident upstream but also overwide and shaded downstream.
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Photo 10 is a prime example of where some localized sky lighting would bring light
to the channel, with the felled wood put into the river to diversify flows, collect silt
and improve plant diversity.
During the walkover, the land owner discussed the historical leasing of the water
by Sutton Scotney Fishing Club. The Club tried to make some pools and introduced
some corrugated iron (Photo 11) to scour pools which have worked to some
degree. In these areas, the corrugated iron is now failing but there is still a pool
where the structure was which will hold some nice fish.

Photo 11. Historic corrugated iron structure, created a nice pool.

The metalwork should be removed and replaced with a more natural woody
deflector to keep these pools scoured out and clean, while allowing silt to settle
out amongst the woody material.
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Photo 12. Corrugated iron cladding, impeding marginal interface.

Some bank reinforcements have been attempted (Photo 12), but the issue with
this is it stops natural slumping of the bank and impedes marginal plants because
of the hard edge. If this was removed and replaced with brash along the front
edge, it would allow silt to settle and marginal plants to colonize, while allowing
the bank to slump naturally to work together with the river rather than against it.
Alternatively, push the banks down with an excavator to encourage the marginal
interface and let nature take its course.
The last two gardens visited were in stark contrast to each other. At the top
boundary of the reach near Wonston, the first (Photo 13) had lovely marginal
plants and had reasonable light to the channel which had helped narrow the river
to diversify flows. With the addition of bits of brash hanging into the river as cover,
it is a lovely example of how to manage a garden section.

Photo 13. Lush margins, and woody material, an example to all riverine garden owners

The third garden viewed was only 30 meters upstream (Photo 14) but was not
quite as carefully managed. It was shaded and overwide with a lack of marginal
plants on the LB. The main issue was the summer weir halfway up the garden.
This seems to be made of telegraph poles, and is impounding the reach above and
causing silt to smother the river bed, and a lack of flow diversity.
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Photo 14. Railway sleeper cladding, telegraph pole weir, overwide and shaded.

The building blocks are there for this reach to be improved. If the weir was
removed and careful habitat management was to follow it has the potential to be
a thriving river environment.

4. Conclusions and Recommendations
This reach has enormous potential to be a prosperous environment for wildlife,
and in many ways, it is already so. It is a diverse reach in terms of flow and
habitat, but there is definitely some room for improvement.
In the garden of the Mill House, the reach is in really poor condition in terms of
fish habitat, due mainly to the large weir, which impounds the reach above it for
some distance, but also due to the lack of trees and marginal habitat. The weir
structure is inhibiting fish passage so the population above is enclosed and fish
cannot migrate to spawn or find better places to feed; the river cannot function in
any way naturally. This can be rectified. If the weir was removed the reach above
would regain some gradient which in turn would clear the silt off the river bed and
prevent it from settling out in the future. The banks would need to be regraded to
account for the head loss in water but this can be done and still achieve a
favourable outcome for fish and owner aesthetics.
There will need to be a fair amount of consultation as there could be complications
and implications that only a geomorphologist could know about. The EA
geomorphologist is available for free, and would advise to the best outcome. They
might decide that full removal is to high risk, and then the next favourable
outcome would have to be decided. That could be lowering the structure so the
impoundment is less and combining with a fish easement.
A good example of this was the weir removal at Bossington Estate on the river
Test, a historic section of water. Cynics were rife but the outcome that was
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achieved has been applauded by the owner and fishermen alike. To the untrained
eye, the outcome may look very similar to what was there before (see Photos 15
& 16, Appendix 2), but the big wins are the fish passage improvements and the
lack of impoundment above the weir, which has stopped the siltation of the river
bed and in turn improved the habitat.
As flagged up in the habitat assessment, any artificial bank revetments such as
the legacy railway sleepers and corrugated iron should be removed. These are
relics of the past when they would have been used for erosion protection. The best
erosion protection is a lush healthy margin. These should be ripped out and
replaced with a more natural alternative, such as faggots (Photo 17) or some type
of woody material, to allow the marginal interface to interact with the river, rather
than impeding its growth. These long-term commitments to the health of the river
bring benefits in so many different ways. The plant life will become more diverse
and the insects and fish will follow suit, thus improving the environment.
On the whole, the habitat and management of the reach is fairly good in terms of
woody material in the channel and natural processes are occurring. Fish spawning
was observed in many places which shows the signs of a healthy river. There could
be some variety added to the woodland section, through skylighting to improve
plant growth and give some more channel diversity. This could be done by some
strategic coppicing in some areas, where this will make the most effect on the
channel. The woody material from the coppicing could be placed in the river to
change flow regimes and collect silt to improve marginal plant growth.
The two other small impoundments that were seen during the visit were caused
by summer weirs (Photo 5 and Photo 14). These are not owned by Mr Wheeler but
could possibly be improved through discussion with the owners, ideally removing
them for the benefit of fish passage and reduction of siltation of the reach above.
Removal of these weirs would see an improvement to the appearance of the gravel
bed, which would likely be clean and clear of silt.
The Sutton Scotney reach is already being managed in a responsible way and the
fish and the wildlife are flourishing because of this. It is crying out for a weir
removal and some carefully planned and managed restoration. At present, little
to no regular maintenance is required, and effort should be focused on carefully
thought out habitat improvements.
5. Suggested Action Plan
•

Invite an Environment Agency representative to the reach for an
assessment, and discuss the possibilities of weir removal/
adjustment complemented by a restoration project around the weir
to account for water head loss. Discussions could be had to see
whether some funding would be available, and with a
geomorphologist to see the feasibility (Heb Leman from the
Environment Agency currently manages a Test and Itchen habitat
improvement programme funded by Natural England and designed
to improve the quality of the SSSI).
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•

Continue to employ light touch management, e.g. leave fallen trees
if they are not impounding the river or causing excessive bank
erosion. If a fallen tree does fall in a place where it might cause a
problem, adjust it into a more favourable position and secure it with
posts and sisal rope to retain the ecological (and fishery) benefit.

•

Explore possibilities of adding large woody material, tree limbs or
whole trees (“big and bold”), in the upper and middle section to
encourage variation in flow and depth. This can be done in
conjunction with some coppicing in the heavily shaded areas of
woodland to generate the material for the structures.
Approximately 6-10 structures could change this reach and
drastically improve it. When building these, the general rule is not
to encroach more than a third of the existing channel width. Photos
18, 19 and 20 show some examples of the type of structures that
could be installed.

•

Remove all unnatural bank revetments (e.g. corrugated iron and
railway sleepers). These should be replaced with either faggots or
woody material to help establish marginal plants and restore the
river to its own natural processes. Alternatively, once removed just
let nature take its course and naturally colonise the margins.

•

Engage in a dialogue with the other owners of the small
impoundments to encourage them into the benefits of removing
them for the overall health of their section of river.

Note: All work within 8m of the top of the bank will require a consultation
with the EA and may require a formal, written Bespoke Environmental
Permit prior to any work being carried out.
Making It Happen
There is the possibility that the WTT could help to start a project via a
Practical Visit (PV). PV’s typically comprise a 1-3 day visit where
approved WTT ‘WetWork’ experts will complete a demonstration plot on
the site to be restored. This will enable project leaders and teams to
obtain on the ground training regarding 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 and accommodation (if
required) expenses of the PV leader. There is currently a big demand for
practical assistance and the WTT has to prioritise exactly where it can
deploy its limited resources. The Trust is always available to provide free
advice and help to organisations and landowners through guidance and
linking them up with others that have had experience in improving river
habitat.
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Disclaimer
This report is produced for guidance only and should not be used as a substitute
for full professional advice. 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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Appendix 1 – River Dever Conservation Designations
The River Dever is a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI).
Notification as a SSSI gives legal protection to the best sites for wildlife and
geology in England. Natural England has responsibility for identifying and
protecting the SSSIs in England under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 (as
amended by the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000). Each SSSI has a
citation which details the 'features of interest' for which a it has been notified.
Each citation shows details of the SSSI location, size and the date of notification.
It also describes the general reasons for notification and the habitats, plants and
animals that are found at the site. The citation for the River Dever can be viewed
at:
https://designatedsites.naturalengland.org.uk/SiteDetail.aspx?SiteCode=s20001
70
The SSSI is sub-divided into units and these have been the subject of a review by
Natural England to assess their status in relation to the original designation. The
Government's Public Service Agreement target is for 95% of SSSI land to be in
'favourable' or 'recovering' condition by 2010.
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Appendix 2 – Exemplar Work On Similar Rivers

Photo 15. Bossington weir before removal.

Photo 16. Bossington weir after removal.
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Photo 17. Faggots on the Upper Itchen used to narrow the river to help establish a margin.

Photo 18. Brushwood mattress constructed with coppiced willow.
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Photo 19. Log deflector.

Photo 20. Log deflector combined with folded willow.
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