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Rivers straightened by Victorians
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year engineers completed four miles of
restoration on streams at Wootton,
near Burley, and Pondhead, near
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tion projects in Deadman Bottom, in
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e Quiet and healthy flows the gently
meandering river
Stephen Moss

Restoring the bends to our waterways helps wildlife thrive and
enhances the landscape
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A The beck flowing through Hovingham Park, North Yorkshire. Photograph: Alamy

was delighted to hear that conservationists in the New Forest have
announced a 10-year project to make their streams and brooks more
“bendy”, in a process known as “rewetting”. They are adding meanders
where before there were none, to slow the water’s flow, prevent flooding

and improve habitats for wildlife.
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Rivers straightened by Victorians to
'improve the land' are now being given
their natural curves back under a 10-
year project aimed at enhancing
wildlife habitat

« Victorians straightened the rivers due to beliefs that it would improve the land
« Conservationists in the New Forest are putting bends back into its streams
« Their meddling caused the water to run much faster through the channels
« It will preserve wildlife that have been damaged by the straightened rivers

By CHARLOTTE DEAN FOR MAILONLINE
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Rivers which were straightened during Victorian times due to the belief that it would
improve the land are now being given their natural curves back.
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Conservationists in the New Forest are righting a wrong made by their Victorian
counterparts by putting bends back into its streams to help preserve wildlife.
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Bringing the New Forest’s rivers back to life

Sarah Oakley
Higher Level Stewardship Ecologist

NATURAL streams transport wa-
ter through the lowest point in
the floodplain, which if you think
about it, is the path of least resist-
ance - and as a result, natural
channels have many twists and
turns as they meander through the
landscape, creating pools here and
faster flowing riffles there
I'm part of a small team in the
New Forest that has more than 40
years of experience in re-instat-
ing these natural curves in Forest
streams, infilling deep man-made
drains, and reducing damaging
erosion in our fragile mires. So
far, more than ten miles of histori-
cal drainage channels have been
successfully restored to natural-
ly meandering streams, and this
summer we completed another
one-and-a-half miles at Wootton.
The Wootton riverine woodlands
follow the course of Avon Water
across the open Forest, starting
about 750m downstream of the
A35 and continuing to the edge of
Sway village. The work that has

been done here will slow the wa-
ter flow, allowing time for the wet-
land habitats to absorb the rainfall
and helping to prevent flash floods
that can pose a risk to local prop-
erties downstream. By restoring
the natural watercourses we are
helping to make sure the Avon Wa-
ter and the surrounding habitats
are more resilient in both winter
floods and summer droughts.

At Wootton, the artificial chan-
nel was restored to its original
meandering flow path, reconnect-
ing it with the forested floodplain
and so reducing the speed of the
water moving through the area
during heavy rain. In addition, a
series of riffle and pool sequenc-
es were created to provide flow di
versitv within the channel, These

features allow a much greater mix-
ture of both plants and animals to
thrive, living in lots of varied mi-
cro-habitats and supporting all
stages of their life cycles, from
dragonfly nymphs hunting in the
river weed, to sea trout spawning
on the gravels of the stream bed.
The New Forest has many des-
ignations that highlight why we

need to undertake this restora-
tion. It’s a Site of Special Scientific
Interest (SSSI), a Special Area of
Conservation (SAC), Special Pro-
tection Area for Birds (SPA) and
also a Ramsar site (a wetland of
international importance).

This project is funded by the
New Forest Higher Level Ste
ardship scheme, which is drawn
from European and central gov-
ernment to spend on environmen-
tal restoration projects, It’s part of
a ten-year scheme, administered

by Natural England, which is held
by the Verderers and managed by
them in partnership with the For-
estry Commission and the New
Eorest National Park Authority.
Although the re-creation of the
old meanders is now complete on
the upstream half of the site (as far
as Wootton Bridge) and the chan-
nel has been reconnected, the
still work to be done downstream,
The next step begins in May 2018,
when we will continue the work
on the stretch of river downstream

s

of Wootton Bridge car park.

We'll also continue to collect
post-restoration fish, invertebrate
and vegetation data to help gath-
er an even greater range of sci-
entifically robust evidence about
the effectiveness of restoration
techniques.

Walkers and riders will be
pleased to know that stock cross-
ings and passageways have been
re-done as part of the work, The

end result will help to protect
the SSSI habitats of the New Fq
est, and prevent fast flows
ing away chunks of river bank
and flooding land and properties
downstream.

We'd like to reassure New For-
est users that the final phase of the
work in this area will cause as lit-
tle disruption as possible to foot-
paths and cycle tra We'd like
to thank all the local residents and
businesses that have worked with
us, supported this project and
helped us to safeguard these habi-
tats for future generations.

For more information about the
HLS Scheme visit: hlsnewforest.
org.uk/
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rewarding to see these chicks
using the natural streams and
wet margins that we have
restored under the HLS scheme,
which is vital habitat for ground-
nesting birds in the New Forest.
«Numbers of lapwing have been
locally over recent years, so
it’s encouraging to see these
chicks as a sign that our hard
work may be paying off, although
we still have some way to go to
restore waterways and improve
the number of ground-nesting
bird numbers in the area.”
Birds such as lapwing, curlew
and head to the Forest’s
wetlands between March and the
end of July as wet and open areas
are perfect for them to breed.
For years these habitats have
been disappearing across the
south of England, but wetland
restoration schemes are working
to reverse this trend.
Research has found that HLS
work on “maintaining and, where
possible, enhancing the water-
holding ability of the various mire
systems within the New Forest is
crucial to maintaining viable
populations of breeding waders’”-
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