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      ‘Conserving the Devonshire Avon from source to sea’ 

NEWSLETTER – May 2012 

For most of its existence the ACA has been involved only in the tidal stretch of the river, from 
Venn Weir to Bantham but this newsletter starts by summarising our more recent involvement 
upstream, closer to the source of the river on Dartmoor.  I hope you will find it of interest.  

Although the Environment Agency (EA)  is the leading statutory body charged with delivery of 
government policy concerning rivers under DEFRA,  nowadays it is actively encouraging the 
participation and involvement of other parties.   In response to the EA’s initial classification of 
the Avon as of ‘Moderate’ ecological status in 2011 for the purposes of the EU’s Water 
Framework Directive (WFD), the ACA has taken the lead in organising a task group to coordinate 
and drive forward a programme of water improvement projects on the Devon Avon.   (For the 
purposes of the task group we are known as the Devon Avon because of confusion in the EA’s 
statistics between our ‘Aune’  Avon and other rivers with the same name!).  This group currently 
is made up of representatives from ACA, Avon Fishing Association, EA, South Devon AONB, South 
West Rivers Association, South West Water, Westcountry Rivers Trust (WRT) and Wild Trout 
Trust. 

The WFD requires the Avon to reach  ‘Good Ecological Status’ for fish by 2015 and for pH by 
2027.  Most of the reasons for the current lower classification stem from a poorer than expected 
distribution of fish in the upper waters and the high acidity of the river upstream of South Brent.   
Partly owing to lobbying within the task group, it is likely that the Avon ‘waterbody’ will be split 
into two parts.  One part, from the dam to the Bala Brook tributary (just upstream of Didworthy), 
will be designated as a Highly Modified Waterbody, because of the influence of the dam and the 
acidic nature of run-off from the moor; this part will be classified as of Good Ecological Potential.  
The rest of the river, from the Bala Brook to the tidal limit at Venn Weir, will be classified as of 
Good Ecological Status although the EA recognises that certain improvements still need to be 
made in this stretch to improve the environment for specific ‘sentinel’ species of fish such as 
brown trout, salmon and eels and to reach the river’s full ecological carrying capacity for these 
species. 

The task group has met three times, to date – one of the meetings was to inspect conditions on 
the river between Shipley Bridge and the dam.  Terms of Reference for the group have been 
agreed and an application for funds to improve the river has been made by WRT which has the 
knowledge, skills and experience to carry out the work that needs to be done.  If successful, the 
grant will provide for shared access to the services of a new, full-time, River Officer within WRT 
who will help meet the objectives of the group.  The overall objective will be to enhance the 
Devon Avon as a suitable habitat for a wide, native, faunal and floral community by improving 
the quality of fish management information, maximising accessibility of spawning areas to adults, 
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and maximising productivity of spawning and nursery habitats.  Many of the new objectives are 
taken straight from the EA’s Salmon Action Plan of 2003 for the Avon and Erme, which has never 
been activated. 

The relationship between the Avon dam, built 1955-8, and the river is of particular interest to the 
task group because the structure regulates the flow of water from the moor and blocks 
downstream transport; for example, little fish-spawning gravel is available in the upper reaches.  
In the past, the dam has been blamed by some people for causing river siltation because of the 
decreased flow of water avalable to flush the river bed.  However, this seems unlikely.  The 
Compensation Flow, which was based on the river’s flow rate before the days of the dam,  is 
0.068m3 sec-1 (N.B. 1 m3 =  1000 litres) and this volume makes only a trivial contribution to the 
highly variable flow recorded at the Environment Agency’s (EA) gauging station downstream of 
Loddiswell (mean flow of around 4m3 sec-1, see fig. 1)  even at times of low flow (fig. 2).  Any 
releases from the dam for ecological purposes (the so-called ‘fish bank’ or ‘freshet‘ releases 
enshrined in the original abstraction licence granted by the EA to South West Water at the dam) 
would contribute another 0.027 m3 sec-1   
or 40% to the Compensation Flow 
which, whilst being significant in the 
extreme upper reaches of the river, 
would have negligible ecological benefit 
further downstream.  Perhaps that 
explains why, even in times of drought, 
these releases have never been 
triggered by the EA in the 50 years or so 
that the dam has been functional.  
Unfortunately, the EA’s upstream 
(Didworthy) gauging station only 
measures water depth not flow rates so 
the impact of carefully timed ‘freshet’ 
releases on flow rates at Didworthy 
during the comparatively dry spells that 
are recorded during March/April/May, when important migratory fish movements are thought to 
occur, would be difficult to assess.  Alternative means of measuring the outcomes of any 
experimental ‘freshet’ releases on fish movements are needed and any new funding for WRT’s 
work will address this problem.  

Despite the wide variability in the average daily flow rate at Loddiswell (fig. 2) which is typical of 

a spate river (i.e. a river in which the flow rate is highly dependent upon rainfall), there is a 

disturbing reduction in river flow over the last 5 years - a cause for concern and one possible 

explanation for why the river is not in peak ecological condition.   Analysis of the  smoothed, 

annual mean of the daily flow rates (fig. 3) suggests a reduction of 37% over the 5 years from 

2007-2011.  Unsurprisingly, the annual rainfall over the same 5-year period for Wales & the SW 

shows a reduction of 27% (fig. 4).   Examination of the Avon flow data going back to 1990 shows 

there is still a fall of around 12% in the annual flow over the longer period (fig. 5).  This trend 

masks some wide extremes, of course. The graphs show only the average values so there will 

Figure 1 
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have been times when this extremely high variability in flow rate must have been a major 

influence on the ecology of this spate river.  Obviously this same situation still obtains.  The 

overall reduction in flow rate means that for most of the time the river would be more crowded, 

more susceptible to temperature change, more vulnerable to added pollutants (including silt and 

phosphates) and to the growth of smothering epiphytic algae.  Trout and salmon do not thrive 

under such conditions and it is remarkable that the EA made no mention of the reduced flow in 

the recent assessment of the river for the EU’s WFD.   As an aside, the reduced flow rate makes 

the increasingly popular, domestic hydroelectric power schemes less financially attractive and 

potentially more environmentally damaging whilst calling into question the over generous 

abstraction strategy in the EA’s recommendation for the Avon in 2007.   
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Returning to our more familiar 

territory of the estuary, we 

have organised a variety of 

clean ups on the river and 

quarterly beach cleans on 

Cockleridge, sometimes on 

foot, sometimes by boat.    

Therefore, it is gratifying to 

learn recently that the Marine 

Conservation Society has 

declared all the beaches 

around the river mouth to be 

of their recommended 

standard in their Good Beach 

Guide of May 2012.  We 

Figure 4 

Figure 5 
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continue to be concerned at the way some people drive and park on the Tidal Road, showing little 

environmental regard in their use of this unusually accessible vantage point for admiring the river 

and its flora and fauna.   We are discussing with other interested parties how best to position some 

large rocks to stop destruction of some of the mud banks and salt marsh by vehicles (including 

coaches carrying visiting parties of students and local authority lorries, it has to be said!).  In 

addition, a small working party recently cleared and deepened some of the existing drainage 

channels along the road to make vehicular access to the roadside verge more difficult.  We have also 

been collaborating with AG Parish Council and the Duchy of Cornwall in the continuing struggle to 

clear up some of the wrecks and forgotten craft at Bridge End.  Progress is slow but steady, thanks to 

the hard work of Eric White, the DoC’s Land Steward and his solicitors, despite the arrival of yet 

another unwanted boat as reported last week in the Kingsbridge Gazette. 

Our primary school project, run by Maya Plass and co-sponsored by the AONB, was a great success 

last year, with 4 schools from within the Avon valley participating and sharing their perceptions of 

their part of the river, gained during a series of workshops in class and by the water.   It all came 

together in a wonderfully lively, competitive exhibition held at AG Village Hall, kindly judged by Don 

Gaskins and Gordon Waterhouse, with a minor contribution from me.    All the schools had worked 

very hard on their presentations and posters but AG Primary School won on the day with a very 

inventive collection of works.   I’m sure we shall be arranging similar projects in the future, so great 

was the enthusiasm!  

I’m pleased to announce that the existing ACA committee were all elected unopposed at our AGM 

on 18th April; that is Ros Brousson (Secretary & Treasurer), Pat Cassidy, Mike Cooper, Peter Marsh, 

John Peters, Eric White, and me.  I’d like to thank the others for the hard work they continue to 

contribute in their different ways to help make the river a better place. 

Finally, a very recent piece of news following our AGM:  I am still somewhat stunned and 

overwhelmed  by the generosity of the Trustees of the Eucalyptus Charity who have donated £5000 

to help us continue our work in conserving the Avon from source to sea.  We are all very grateful 

indeed!  

If you know of ACA members who do not have access to e-mail, could you share the 

contents of this Newsletter with them, please?   

If you have any ideas for future ACA activites, please let me or another committee member 

know.  Meanwhile, check our Diary Dates on our website (www.auneconservation.org.uk) 

and don’t forget to claim your M & S sandwich and vouchers by registering at 

http://www.mcsuk.org/foreverfish/ for the river clean with Maya on 12th May. 

 

Stuart Watts   

PS you are welcome to contact me via our website, by e-mail at 

chairman@auneconservation.org.uk or by phone on 01548 810373. 

http://www.auneconservation.org.uk/
http://www.mcsuk.org/foreverfish/
mailto:chairman@auneconservation.org.uk

