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Key findings 

 

• Significant historical channel realignment, straightening and incision 

create the major habitat degradation of the River Pollagh. This 

reduces the river’s ability to create and maintain a natural pool and 

riffle sequence. The issues are particularly pronounced in areas where 

the river channel has been cut into bedrock or dredged over-capacity. 

• Within the channel sections that have been incised into bedrock, 

attempts to mitigate that habitat degradation have been made with 

the installation of paired flow deflectors and low weirs. The deflectors 

provide some improvement to flow diversity but do constrain flow to 

the centre of the channel. Habitat features would be more effective if 

they accentuated natural flow meandering rather than inhibiting it. 

The low-level weirs create an impoundment to flow and sediment 

transport and would ideally be removed or notched and replaced with 

more natural habitat features (possibly even gravel/cobble riffles if in 

artificial bedrock sections).  

• Much of the river is buffer fenced or wooded, facilitating beneficial 

riparian habitat to develop. Unfortunately, drinking bays create an 

unwanted source of fine sediment and nutrients to the watercourse 

and would ideally be replaced with alternative, offline watering.  

• In some areas, signs of tree maintenance were observed. Owing to 

the level of channel incision, in-channel tree maintenance would 

appear unnecessary in most (if not all) areas.  

• In the upper third of the waterbody, discarded silage sheet creates a 

serious pollution/waste issue that needs to be addressed.  
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1. Introduction 

Moy Rivers Trust requested the Wild Trout Trust visit the River Pollagh sub-

catchment of the River Moy, to assess habitat quality and offer 

recommendations on improvements that could be made to benefit fish and 

wildlife. The assessment was undertaken over the course of several days 

during the week commencing 26th July 2021. Owing to the distance involved 

and poor accessibility along some sections of riverbank, the visits were 

undertaken via kayak (rather than on foot), accompanied by Moy Rivers 

Trust.  

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. Reference to upstream and downstream is often 

made with u/s or d/s respectively. Latitude and longitude are used alongside 

local features to identify locations.  

Photographs appearing in the report are given the prefix of Pollagh, then a 

number in the sequence taken. However, only a selection of the total 

number of photographs taken during the survey are used (the entire 

catalogue of photographs will be provided to the recipient for reference). 

 

2. Background  

Table 1 – Waterbody details 

Waterbody Name  River Pollagh 

Waterbody ID  

Pollagh_010 

Pollagh_020 

Pollagh_030 

Pollagh_040 

Operational Catchment  Subcatchment Pollagh_SC_10 

Management Catchment  Moy and Killa Bay 

River Basin District  110 Moy 

U/S location inspected  53.819195 -9.006487 

D/S location inspected  53.819195 -9.006487 

Length of river 

inspected (KM) 

15 

 

All of the waterbodies contained within the Pollagh_SC_10 sub-catchment 

achieve Pass, Good or High for the individual Water Framework Directive 

parameters assessed. However, from the information available on the 

https://catchments.ie website, no data appeared to be available for 

Geomorphology or Fish.  

 

 

https://catchments.ie/wp-content/files/subcatchmentassessments/34_15%20Pollagh_SC_010%20Subcatchment%20Assessment%20WFD%20Cycle%202.pdf
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Table 2 – Water Framework Directive status 

 

https://catchments.ie/wp-content/files/subcatchmentassessments 

 

3. Habitat Assessment  

During the visit, river conditions appeared to be normal summer flow, with 

slightly coloured water. This is believed to be a combination of peat staining, 

diatoms and fine sediment inputs from agricultural land use further u/s, but 

was not sufficient to inhibit inspection of the channel or bed in most areas. 

 
Pollagh003. U/s of Cuiltybo Lough, the river had been straightened and now flows 

within an incised channel. Some of the incision and bed lowering appears to have 

been achieved by breaking down into the bedrock. Despite this, habitat capable of 

supporting reduced (compared to natural) numbers of juvenile salmonids was 

observed - improved in places by low and trailing branches. Preserving these 

features and increasing the occurrence of large woody material (LWM) and trailing 

branches within the channel would be beneficial.  

https://catchments.ie/wp-content/files/subcatchmentassessments/34_15%20Pollagh_SC_010%20Subcatchment%20Assessment%20WFD%20Cycle%202.pdf
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Pollagh004. Nearing Cuiltybo Lough, the channel becomes wider and over-

capacity, initially from past dredging but ultimately by the impounding effect of 

the lough. Overhanging branches and aquatic vegetation provide cover, but the 

lack of flow diversity provides poor salmonid habitat. Gravel augmentation could 

help, but the location u/s of the lough (which would form a sink for the material) 

makes this a low priority area – far better to undertake such work d/s of the lough. 

 

 
Pollagh009. D/s of the lough, most of the banks are fenced, excluding livestock 

and allowing beneficial, well-vegetated buffers to establish. A drinking bay creates 

a small erosion issue and would be better served with offline watering like mains 

water, a solar pump, pasture pump etc (53.82162167, -9.016195). 
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Pollagh012. The over-capacity channel extends for some distance, almost to the 

R320 road bridge (53.81911833, -9.027593333). Throughout this section, the 

emergent stillwater plants highlight the severe impact from past dredging and 

indicate a fine/silty substrate. Note the far greater vegetation diversity and habitat 

quality on the un-grazed RB than the LB (53.82266833, -9.02328) – even though 

the LB grazing pressure appears to be relatively light.  

This majorly dredged over-widened river section is unlikely to ever provide habitat 

capable of supporting natural densities of fish and invertebrates without major 

channel restoration. As the channel retains much of its natural sinuosity, the main 

requirement here would be to restore the lost bed material. Gravel and cobble 

augmentation to reinstate a more natural pool and riffle sequence would be 

required on an enormous scale.  
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Pollagh017. At a sharper bend, and even with the benefit of channel constriction 

from trailing willows, the channel remained over-capacity, and the habitat was 

likely to support greatly reduced salmonid densities. These beneficial trees/shrubs 

should be preserved and offer an example of natural enhancements that could be 

used elsewhere.  

 

 

 
Pollagh018. Just u/s of the R320 road bridge, salmonid habitat improved 

somewhat with a reduction in the extent of dredging (owing to bedrock), valuable 

low tree cover and coarser bed material.  
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Pollagh021. The reduced dredging appeared to be in response to localised bedrock. 

Nonetheless, the river course appeared to have been excavated down into the 

rock, leaving a very uniform (width and depth), incised channel. Habitat quality 

was therefore reduced far from a natural state. The channel lacks the natural 

cobble and gravel substrate that would support spawning and diverse invertebrate 

communities, with limited ability to win new material. The uniform nature also 

reduces the potential to retain any material that is won or supplied from u/s. 

Increasing the availability of structure (LWM) within the channel could assist 

somewhat, but these sections are heavily modified, artificial and degraded. 

 
Pollagh022. A drinking bay created a source of fine sediment and excreta to the 

watercourse (53.81910333, -9.027848333). 
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Pollagh027. Another drinking bay created a source of fine sediment and excreta to 

the watercourse (53.81867833, -9.029853333). 

 

 

 

 

 
Pollagh030. Despite the straightening and dredging, areas with greater flow 

diversity and aerial cover were present, providing habitat suitable for juvenile 

salmonids, with sufficient depth in some areas for adult fish. 
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Pollagh032. Yet another drinking bay created a source of fine sediment and excreta 

to the watercourse (53.81763167, -9.031795).  

 

 

 

 

 
Pollagh033. Reasonably good juvenile salmonid habitat within an overly straight 

channel section. This would benefit from more woody material. 
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Pollagh037. From around 53.81709167, -9.03326, the extent of channel incision 

into the bedrock reduced and the river was able to naturally win gravel from the 

banks, which is then retained in areas as depositional features d/s. While more 

natural rates of bank erosion and coarse material supply are beneficial, accelerated 

erosion and input of fine sediment and excreta at cattle drinking points are not.   

 

 
Pollagh039. A short distance d/s of the gravel inputs, reduced water levels at 

summer flow conditions revealed large salmonids redds (mounds of gravel in which 

salmonids lay their eggs – white ellipse above). These must have remained intact 

since winter 2020, suggesting a lack of scouring flow within those areas of the 

channel. 
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Pollagh041. During the habitat assessment, occasional stone turning revealed 

various aquatic invertebrates including cased and caseless caddis fly, mayflies and 

stoneflies. While this was by no means a detailed invertebrate survey, it did 

confirm water quality conditions to be suitable for supporting the main basic 

invertebrate families that would be expected.  

 
Pollagh044. Another drinking bay created a source of fine sediment and excreta to 

the watercourse (53.81927667, -9.033608333). Also note the silage sheet caught 

on the fence. The occurrence of agricultural litter became an increasing issue, and 

it is suspected to be deliberately dumped in or alongside the river to be washed 

d/s in high flow. The source should be identified and addressed as illegal waste 

disposal. 
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Pollagh045. Naturally fallen LWM in the channel (background) provided valuable 

habitat enhancement, creating cover and shelter for fish from high flow and 

predators. 

 

 
Pollagh048. A further benefit of the increased roughness and associated flow 

dissipation created by LWM was evident by the associated gravel deposition u/s of 

a trailing willow. This gravel also appeared to have been used by salmonids for 

spawning.  
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Pollagh049. At a wider channel section, areas of gravel deposition provided further 

natural in-channel features. Far greater occurrence of gravel and cobble deposition 

would be expected within a channel with greater width and depth variability (and 

a more natural supply than the bedrock channel u/s). Also note the aquatic 

macrophyte growth where greater light penetration was possible through the tree 

canopy. Many areas were quite shaded but for a river of this type, this was not 

considered to prohibitive, with the wooded watercourses providing valuable habitat 

in their own right.  

 
Pollagh054 (53 inset). The issues from silage sheet continued to increase 

throughout the section downstream. In some cases, the smothering effect is so 

great it appears to be killing the bankside trees.  
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Pollagh057. Rhododendrons were observed around 53.82369833, -9.036455. 

These non-native species should be eradicated to promote the growth of native 

plant species.  

 

 

 
Pollagh058. LWM within the channel. This type of feature should not be removed 

as it provides valuable habitat. Such in-channel roughness can also provide natural 

flood management by slowing the transit of peak flows through the woodland and 

reducing the risk of flooding more sensitive areas further d/s.  
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Pollagh061. In the more natural, less incised channel sections with greater width, 

natural substrate deposition provided further salmonid spawning potential, and 

redds were observed (white ellipse).  

 

 

 

 
Pollagh065. Further evidence of spawning (white ellipse) at another wider, less 

incised channel section just d/s of a bridge. This also demonstrates the importance 

of bends, to dissipate flow energy, and increased channel width d/s to facilitate 

substrate retention.   
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Pollagh072. The next area d/s was significantly realigned from its original course, 

and straightened (from 53.821575, -9.036168333 to 53.835875, -9.042468333). 

Fortunately, the channel was less incised into its bed, so some naturalisation has 

occurred. Low-level weirs have been installed throughout this reach, presumably 

in response to the loss of depth through straightening. Ideally, the original course 

would be reinstated at some point in the future to truly restore habitat quality.  

 
Map of photograph locations in this area of the catchment showing the original 

course of the river as the blue line, with the red pins indicating the line of the 

current channel where the photographs were taken (as visible on other maps and 

aerial photography). Significant realignment and straightening had clearly 

occurred through this section (red ellipse). 
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Pollagh073. Another drinking bay created a source of fine sediment and excreta to 

the watercourse (53.82604, -9.04087). The greater flow energy here and 

friable nature of the soil make this a higher priority than some further u/s. 

 

 

 
Pollagh079. Signs of salmonid spawning activity. Again, note the wider channel 

cross section that facilitated the spawning substrate (gravel) deposition. This 

gravel retention does not appear to be occurring in the narrower, more incised 

channel sections, presumably owing to a lack of structure and flow diversity, with 

periodic high flows likely scouring the channel clean of finer substrate.  
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Pollagh080. A drinking bay created a source of fine sediment and excreta to the 

watercourse (53.827435, -9.042511667). 

 
Pollagh084. The weirs continued in the area around Ballinamore House Nursing 

Home (53.82885333, -9.043035), where impounded pools fall into riffle/runs, but 

without the natural gravel bar formation (riffles) that provides salmonid spawning 

substrate and invertebrate habitat. Some gravel/cobble is likely to be trapped in 

the pools, u/s of the weirs where it becomes infiltrated with fine material, reducing 

its ecological value. This is just one of the reasons that encouraging natural 

channel restoration through improved flow diversity to naturally increase sediment 

deposition (without impoundments) is invariably preferable to weirs. Notching the 

weirs could improve sediment transport but ideally, they would be removed. 
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Pollagh090. Just u/s of the R324 road bridge (53.83315167, -9.042526667), 

paired berms created a pinch-point. These provided some flow diversity without 

impeding sediment transport (like weirs do), but artificially constrained flow to the 

centre of the channel - naturally, flow should move from one bankside to the other. 

It is generally preferable to install single structures from alternating banks.  

 
Pollagh095. The long, straightened section d/s of the bridge would greatly benefit 

from the aforementioned alternating structures, to improve flow diversity and 

meandering within the channel. Trees on the banksides offered the potential to lay 

or lodge woody material into the channel (see Trees and habitat 

structures). 
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Pollagh097. Where emergent reed growth had developed it helped constrict the 

channel naturally – in this case, beneficially focussing flow alongside the bankside 

trees. Over time, it is hoped that further sediment accumulation among the 

vegetation will help to consolidate the feature.  

 

 

 

 
Pollagh0100. Seams of gravel within the banks demonstrated the capacity of the 

adjacent banks to resupply gravel to the often modified and straightened channel 

– where not incised into bedrock. 
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Pollagh101. Just d/s of the first bend following a long, straightened section, large 

volumes of gravel have been deposited. This is a common occurrence as substrate 

retention is usually reduced within straight sections, particularly at high flows. 

 

 

 

 

 
Pollagh106. A drinking bay created a source of fine sediment and excreta to the 

watercourse (53.83765833, -9.040703333). 
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Pollagh113. An uncharacteristically wide and shallow section of the Pollagh 

(53.83738333, -9.038053333). Here livestock access had destabilised the bank, 

causing it to retreat through erosion. Livestock exclusion would rectify the issue 

and allow the channel to adjust more naturally over time.   

 

 

 
Pollagh114. Deposition at the wide riffle d/s provided valuable variety in substrate, 

with habitat for a range of invertebrates. Reducing the sediment and nutrient 

inputs u/s could improve this area and others d/s too. 
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Pollagh118. Livestock appeared to be accessing the watercourse around 

(53.836495, -9.036613333). Google Maps aerial photography suggest the field is 

cut for fodder, so this may be a result of aftermath grazing.  

 

 

 

 

 
Pollagh120. Another incised, uniform-capacity section that would benefit from 

more woody material to increase flow diversity (53.838465, -9.034005).  
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Pollagh121. Another drinking bay created a source of fine sediment and excreta to 

the watercourse (53.83879333, -9.03301) - adjacent field to Pollagh122. 

 

 

 

 

 
Pollagh122. Another drinking bay created a source of fine sediment and excreta to 

the watercourse (53.83880167, -9.033025) - adjacent field to Pollagh121. 
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Pollagh123. In less dredged/recovered areas, some high-quality salmonid habitat 

was available. Here, the cover from low branches and flow diversity created 

conditions approaching the standard that would be expected for a river of this type 

– if only for short sections.  

 

 

 

 
Pollagh124. Even in some of the more over-capacity areas, trailing willow branches 

created valuable cover and potential fish-holding lies – a feature that is simple to 

replicate by laying, as a habitat improvement technique.  
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Pollagh125. Around 53.83936667, -9.030783333, the channel became particularly 

straightened and incised. This limits the potential to create and maintain pools, 

but some reasonable quality juvenile salmonid habitat was observed. There was a 

general lack of low cover and signs of past tree maintenance/removal was 

observed. It is understood that this work may be undertaken by the Office of Public 

Works (OPW) periodically, whether required or not. Every effort should be made 

to prevent tree removal work in all but the highest flood-risk areas, to preserve 

habitat and allow natural recovery of the channel and riparian habitat quality.  

  

 
Pollagh126. Another drinking bay created a source of fine sediment and excreta to 

the watercourse (53.83913167, -9.02856). 
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Pollagh133 Around 53.84282667, -9.022843333, livestock have access to the river 

from several points in the field (RB). Gradient reduces around this area, partly 

through reduced straightening (although still straightened in many areas), and 

partly natural through the reduction in valley gradient. Consequently, the river 

becomes more lowland in appearance, being lower energy.  

 
Pollagh138. A fording/crossing point created an even greater source of fine 
sediment and excreta than the drinking bays u/s (53.844215, -9.018863333). It 

also allowed livestock direct access into and across the river. This area would 
ideally be buffer fenced, with gates to the fields, so that they can be grazed 
separately, only allowing access to the watercourse for crossing (if actually 

required).  
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Pollagh140. The incised nature of the channel created issues in areas of earth 

banks, where the buffer strips are small and/or only a single line of bankside trees 

is present (53.84453333, -9.01928). As trees are lost through natural erosion the 

protection is also lost, with no replacements to prevent future accelerated erosion.  

 

 

 

 
Pollagh143. Around 53.84520667, -9.018758333, livestock access was leading to 

bank erosion, with fine sediment and excreta input to the river.  
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Pollagh150. In areas around the Park Rd bridge crossing in Kiltimagh 

(53.84837333, -9.015871667), areas of the channel appear less impacted from 

past dredging, with gravel bar and riffle features re-forming. Emergent vegetation 

and bankside trees provided valuable additional habitat.   

 

 

 
Pollagh154. Where coarser substrate had accumulated, signs of large salmonid 

spawning were observed (53.84993333, -9.012435). However, these were much 

more isolated than in the upper reaches as the habitat was generally less suitable 

(smaller gravels containing fine sediment) than the higher gradient areas u/s.  
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Pollagh160. Livestock poaching of the bank along the edge of the watercourse. 

The fence appeared to be in poor repair (53.85268333, -9.009568333). This area 

could lead to further erosion in high flow and ideally the fence would be moved 

back up the bank, with alternative watering provided.  

 

 
Pollagh161. Some areas around Kiltimagh were not at such advanced stages of 

recovery and the channel remained uniform and often over-capacity, as well as 

being deeply incised. Increasing the availability of structure within the channel 

should help the formation of more discrete in-channel features through scour and 

deposition, to assist channel recovery. As a bare minimum, willow whip planting 

on inside bends would be beneficial to move the flow around here and d/s.  
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Pollagh165. Other areas did appear to be recovering somewhat, with emergent 

vegetation growing upon depositional features and areas of raised bed (shallower 

water) within the channel. This growth should assist further deposition of substrate 

to help the formation of a more natural bed profile over time – providing further 

dredging is not undertaken. This area would also benefit from increased LWM. 

 

 

 
Pollagh169. Livestock access leading to bank erosion, with fine sediment and 

excreta input to the river (53.858035 -9.01855). 
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Pollagh172. Livestock access at an old drinking bay (with metal surround) appears 

to have been prevented with a barbed wire fence further back up the bank 

(53.86110667, -9.018893333). This is beneficial and should be maintained.  

 

 
Pollagh173. Livestock access at another old drinking bay with boulder surround 

(53.86143833, -9.019073333). Strangely, there actually appeared to be sediment 

deposition behind the boulders, presumably owing to only moderate high flows 

recently and the in-channel roughness of the boulders. However, in higher flows, 

that material and other disturbed earth and nutrients are likely to be liberated into 

the watercourse.  
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Pollagh174. Livestock access leading to bank erosion, with fine sediment and 

excreta input to the river (53.86155833, -9.01916). 

 

 

 

 
Pollagh177. Straightened and dredged conditions had removed the vital 

depositional features that would create a varied bed morphology and maintain flow 

diversity (53.86304, -9.018556667). Greater structure (pinned woody material 

and waterline tree planting) within the channel could help the formation of more 

discrete bed features and assist natural recovery of the channel.  
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Pollagh180. A dredged and straightened, small LB tributary provided a highly 

valuable input of substrate (predominantly gravel) which augmented the Pollagh, 

creating depositional features which improve the channel morphology and flow 

diversity, greatly improving habitat quality locally (53.86633, -9.018168333). This 

valuable input and natural channel recovery should be protected from any further 

dredging.  

 

 

 
Pollagh183. Livestock access leading to bank erosion, with fine sediment and 

excreta input to the river (53.86759333, -9.017643333). The extent of the 

slurry/poached mud runoff here was clearly visible.  
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Pollagh184 (187 inset). Around 53.86765833, -9.017516667, rock/boulders lining 

the straightened channel suggest a return of channel excavation down into the 

bedrock. The river became uniformly shallow again, but flow velocities did increase 

in areas, providing some improved salmonid habitat (over the slow over-capacity 

sections u/s). The use of low-level weirs and flow deflectors/pinch-points resumed 

in this section. Ideally, the weirs would be removed or notched. 

 

 

 
Pollagh189. Livestock access leading to bank erosion, with fine sediment and 

excreta input to the river (53.86916167, -9.016511667).  
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Pollagh192. As with sections u/s, the use of paired deflectors created some 

additional flow diversity d/s and temporary depth u/s (until the impounded pool 

will eventually fill with gravel), but alternating flow deflection without any 

impoundment would be preferable (e.g. only partial-width structures, with at least 

a bed-depth notch). 

 

 

 
Pollagh194. Within uniform areas with low flow diversity, laying suitable tree 

species into the channel and/or installing LWM would be beneficial. The willow (or 

part thereof) to the right of shot is an ideal example of a suitable candidate on a 

straightened section (53.86985333, -9.013736667). 
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Pollagh196. Livestock access is leading to bank erosion, with fine sediment and 

excreta input to the river (53.87017333, -9.011121667). 

 

 

 

 
Pollagh198. Where present, naturally trailing willows provide valuable flow 

deflection, cover and shelter for fish. This is exactly the sort of feature that could 

be replicated by laying willow into the channel.  
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Pollagh202. Livestock access leading to bank erosion, with fine sediment and 

excreta input to the river (53.87269333, -9.009266667). 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Pollagh206. Livestock access leading to bank erosion, with fine sediment and 

excreta input to the river (53.87308833, -9.007308333). 
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Pollagh207. Paired deflectors, in this instance, without a weir (53.87315333, -

9.00688). They are slightly offset creating some lateral flow deflection but would 

ideally be spaced much further apart longitudinally down the channel. This would 

encourage flow to alternate more from one bank side to the other, working to 

accentuate natural bends, rather than constraining flow to the channel centre.  

 

 

 

 
Pollagh209. Livestock access leading to bank erosion, with fine sediment and 

excreta input to the river (53.87328333, -9.005703333). 
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Pollagh211. Further deflector weirs were observed throughout the lower reaches 

(53.87414167, -9.003828333). However, more natural diffuse structure within the 

channel that creates riffles through gravel and cobble deposition would be far more 

beneficial. The velocities at this structure could also inhibit salmonid fry dispersal 

u/s.  

 

 

 

 
Pollagh212. Small right bank tributary clearly carried a high calcium loading, as 

evident by the tufa (calcium carbonate precipitate) on the bed. This boost of 

calcium to the river will encourage increased natural productivity.  
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Pollagh215. Natural bankside and in-channel features provided far better habitat 

quality than artificial weirs, also providing valuable shade and cover. 

 

 

 

 
Pollagh226. Habitat in some un-impounded areas was relatively good, particularly 

where more natural coarse bed features create flow diversity and low cover is 

available. Flow diversity and cover could be further increased by laying in willow 

and installing LWM (53.87938, -9.001201667). 
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Pollagh228. Multiple stemmed trees in the lower 500m of channel offer the 

potential for LWM installation, particularly lodged woody material (53.87973833, 

-9.001045).  

4. Summary 

During extended habitat surveys of this type, general themes usually occur 

among the observations and recommendations, so each will be covered by 

a summary with a tabulated list as an appendix. 

4.1. Channel modification and maintenance (dredging and tree 

felling) 

The main environmental issue observed for the Pollagh is the legacy of past 

channel realignment, straightening and dredging which have left the river 

channel greatly simplified in many places. Significant sections have been 

incised into a uniform channel, often cut down within the bedrock, where it 

will be locked in place for the foreseeable future without major channel 

restoration. In the meantime, the uniform dimensions provide limited 

variability in depth (predominantly riffle and glide) and have a reduced 

ability to supply or retain new substrate. Water capable of supporting 

salmonids and other aquatic life remains, but it is functioning at a lower 

carrying-capacity than would naturally occur. Some enhancements with 

flow deflectors and low-level weirs had been undertaken, with variable 

results. Options to reinstate the river’s original, sinuous channel should be 

investigated as the main long-term aspiration for the waterbody.  

In the shorter term, modifications can be undertaken to the weirs, removing 

them where they conflict with the natural sinuosity of the channel and 
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notching them at what would ideally be the outside bend side on 

straightened sections, to reinstate some flow meandering. The installation 

of more woody material to the channel in those areas would also be 

beneficial in the shorter term, as the structures were clearly installed in 

recognition of the degraded habitat in those areas.  

Away from bedrock outcrops, the uniformly dredged sections lacked flow 

diversity and natural coarse substrate and, in contrast to the bedrock 

sections, are often uniformly deep. These combined issues mean that the 

watercourse no longer provides the natural riverine habitat it should. 

Salmonid spawning and high-quality natural invertebrate habitat were 

absent from long sections, the worst affected areas being reminiscent of 

stillwater, not riverine, habitat. These would benefit from introduction of 

gravel and cobble substrate, with the reinstatement of natural riffles and 

raised bed features.  

Within the least dredged and recovering areas, natural processes were at 

work, with erosion and deposition starting to reinstate a more natural 

channel morphology, particularly in areas with an adequate supply of cobble 

and gravel from the banks (or tributaries). These areas will continue to 

recover over time, providing further dredging is not inflicted upon them. 

The recovery process could also be assisted by gravel augmentation, the 

installation of gravel and cobble riffles, large woody material input and 

strategic tree planting.  

A history of tree maintenance created an impact upon some bankside trees, 

with signs of trees having been cut within recent years. This is inadvisable 

as the habitat they provide and the woody material they will input to the 

channel over time will also assist natural recovery. This is all down to the 

age-old conflict between habitat conservation and managing flood risk and 

land drainage; however, the actual risk of harm in many cases is often 

perceived, rather than actual – this is particularly true in more rural 

locations.  

4.1. Large Woody Material (LWM) 

The occurrence of low and trailing trees, and large woody material, along 

the river provides valuable habitat enhancement and in many areas is 

assisting the recovery of more diverse bed features. However, the 

occurrence could be increased with further introductions through tree laying 

and installation of lodged and pinned woody material, to help diversify flow 

regimes and facilitate more discrete areas of scour and deposition – see 

Recommendations.  

4.2. Alternative watering and buffer fencing 

The majority of the riverbank is either buffer fenced or un-grazed, which is 

greatly beneficial in facilitating the growth of diverse plant life and habitat 
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along the banks and should be commended. However, regular drinking bays 

create a source of urine, faeces and fine sediment to the river.  

4.3. Silage sheet 

Within the upper third of the river, discarded silage sheet was a major issue, 

with an impact that will continue to affect the river downstream in 

subsequent high flows. This illegal dumping of inorganic waste should be 

addressed as the completely avoidable crime that it is.  

4.4. Salmonid spawning 

Several areas of obvious salmonid spawning were observed. It appeared 

very likely that the redds were the result of salmon spawning activity; they 

were certainly the result of large salmonids. It is unusual to see such well-

defined redds by this time of year as they are usually flattened and/or 

covered by scour and sediment deposition during the winter/spring spate 

flows. The fact they remain may also hint at some of the aforementioned 

impacts from channel modifications altering the form and function of the 

channel, and/or a particularly low-flow year. Nonetheless, the locations of 

the redds are clearly highly valuable habitat within the degraded river 

system and should be protected to ensure the potential for future 

recruitment. Recording the locations can help to safeguard them from any 

proposed channel maintenance, or to support a legal challenge for any 

impact upon them.  

 

5. Recommendations 

5.1. Channel restoration 

Devising a channel restoration project is beyond the scope of this report, 

but efforts should focus around identifying whether potential funding 

sources are available for such work and, equally importantly, whether 

landowner and competent authority (OPW and/or Local Authority and Inland 

Fisheries Ireland) agreement could be gained to re-route any sections of 

the river to its natural course and fully restore the channel. There are 

legislative drivers to undertake this kind of work through the Water 

Framework Directive, Habitats Directive, Eel Regulations and possibly even 

the Floods Directive (if the work could see flood risk returned to low impact 

agricultural land, rather than urban locations – compensation/subsidy may 

be required for this), so in the future it may become feasible.  

In some sections, particularly where the river retains much of its original, 

sinuous course and dimensions (usually areas away from the bedrock, but 

some areas within), riffles could be reinstated between bends, ensuring a 

natural graduated profile to closely mimic the lost natural features (Figure 1 

- Figure 4). The process would generally involve a low-level boulder 
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foundation (intended to remain in place), dressed with a mix of cobble and 

coarse gravel (intended to only move on particularly high flow events) and 

finer gravel that would move more regularly within the channel, 

corresponding to natural substrate within he river and closely mimicking the 

natural features being recreated. Attempts to totally lock the feature in 

place should be avoided as reworking of the finer material is required to 

maintain the quality of habitat provided. For these reasons, it would be 

preferable to work in areas with a good supply of natural substrate (e.g. the 

recovering sections or upstream end of the impacted areas).  

 

Figure 1a & b. Gravel riffle reinstatement on the River Test (Hampshire, England), 
undertaken as part of a WTT project. This is a smaller, lower energy section of 

watercourse than the Pollagh, and the riffle was installed in replacement of a low 
weir, but the basic principles would be the same.  
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Figure 2. Riffle creation on the River Glaven, England as part of a WTT river 
restoration project. Angling of the u/s and d/s edge of the riffle and contouring the 
central profile to mimic a natural feature helps to increase flow deflection, to shift 

flow from the outside of the meander bend/pool upstream to the outside of the 
next mender bend/pool downstream, as should naturally occur.  

 

 
Figure 3. A completed riffle on the River Glaven. 
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Figure 4. A low-level spawning riffle installed within a heavily modified 
(straightened and uniform) channel on the River Clare system in Ireland. The 
material used in this example is coarse and best suited to large salmonid spawning.  

Efforts should be made to ensure that riffles are finished as gradual, low-

level features, so as not to create an un-natural ramp or increase the 

upstream water level more than a natural riffle feature and create an 

impoundment, which would result in alternative habitat degradation (as 

weirs do). The exact dimensions of any riffles should be designed by a 

qualified geomorphologist and would vary depending upon the location 

within the catchment, but existing riffle features in more natural 

(naturalised) sections of the river could serve as a reference.  

If these measures are infeasible in the short term, recommendations in the 

following Trees and habitat structures section could provide more modest 

but easily achievable improvements through assisting natural recovery of 

the channel. 

5.2. Trees and habitat structures 

5.2.1. Planting    

Planting willow shrubs as whips/cuttings at strategic locations on inside 

bends and extended straight sections could rapidly create cover and provide 

material for laying into the channel in years to come. The structure created 

could help to increase flow diversity and discrete areas of erosion and 

deposition. 

The easiest way of establishing willow is by pushing sections of freshly cut 

whip or branch into areas of wet ground, ideally around the waterline where 
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there is plenty of moisture available. Whip planting can be undertaken at 

any time of the year but will have the greatest success during the dormant 

season, shortly before spring growth begins (ideally late Jan-March). 

However, it can be successful throughout the year, particularly in damp 

areas. This kind of planting should be undertaken sparingly to maintain 

species diversity and avoid overpopulation by willows as the process is 

usually quite successful. 

Whips should be planted so that the majority (~2/3) is within the ground, to 

minimise the distance that water has to be transported up the stem initially. 

Planting on a shallow d/s angle eases water transport within the developing 

shrub (which starts without any root) and reduces the potential for it to 

catch flood debris and be ripped out. Leaving 300-400mm of whip 

protruding from the ground is usually sufficient, providing they protrude 

well past the surrounding vegetation (to allow access to light). Whips of 

5mm-25mm diameter tend to take best, but even large branches can be 

used. If undertaken during the growing season, care should be taken not to 

use whips with excessive amounts of foliage, which greatly increases the 

rate of transpiration and can lead to the whip dehydrating before the 

supporting root system can develop. 

5.2.2. Laying 

Where multiple trees of suitable species are present, the occasional trunk 

can be cut and used to create enhancement features, with no significant 

detriment to the overall habitat. This could entail partially cutting through 

the trunk, so that it remains attached and can be laid into or along the 

channel (Figure 5). The technique works particularly well with willow, elm 

and hazel, but only willow will thrive with its canopy partially submerged. 
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Figure 5. Willow hinged into the river margin to increase cover and structure. The 
method involves cutting part way through the stem, quickly through the first two 
thirds, then continuing until it collapses down over the river. The depth of the cut 

should be limited to only that which is required to bend the stem over, as this will 
maintain maximum size and strength of the hinge and the health of the tree/shrub. 

5.2.3. Lodged woody material 

Many deciduous tree species can be felled to create a coppice, without killing 

the rootstock, thereby encouraging low-level regrowth from the stool; in 

the process, providing material that can be lodged between two or more 

standing trunks (Figure 6), or hung over another tree if a ‘V’ branch is 

available (Figure 7). Again, this should be undertaken very sparingly, to 

avoid loss of habitat and the creation of a maintenance burden as the bushy 

regrowth ensues. These methods can be a great means of kick-starting 

changes within a channel but have a limited life before they degrade. Where 

possible, willow laying is often a more sustainable technique. 
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Figure 6. A flow deflector, securely but naturally lodged in place between two 
upright trees (red circle). The technique can utilise a single pole (primarily to 
increase scour) or a branched limb (to create greater flow dissipation or diversity, 

depending upon how it is used). The elevated butt end (bank end) reduces the 
potential detrimental bank scour usually associated with d/s deflectors as a 

through-flow is maintained along the bank. This technique could be utilised with 
large trunks to diversify habitat within the bedrock sections. 

 
Figure 7. Medium-sized, lodged woody material, securely anchored naturally by 

the ‘V’ of the branches against an upright tree. This could be applied throughout 

the river.  
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5.2.4. Pinned and engineered woody material 

Channel sinuosity can be enhanced through the installation of brash, tree 

canopies or entire shrubs to the river margin (Figure 8). This technique 

would be particularly applicable in the sections that have been dredged 

over-capacity, to encourage bed scour at the narrowing and more discrete 

deposition d/s (rather than uniform across the bed as tends to occur in 

within a uniform channel).  

Large trees secured across the channel could also provide a range of 

benefits from dissipation of peak flow energy through to localised bed scour. 

The example in Figure 9 is natural, but when engineering such structure, it 

is generally beneficial to lay them at a more acute angle to the channel, 

reducing the chances of complete blockage and encouraging lateral erosion 

to increase channel sinuosity. This is a highly valuable technique but is most 

applicable away from any areas of flood risk (real or perceived).  

 
Figure 8 Alder top (canopy) pinned into the river margin to increase flow sinuosity 
and focus scour on the opposite side of the channel, while also providing valuable 
in-channel cover and encouraging deposition/substrate retention downstream. 

This technique could help to breathe some life into the over-capacity channel 
sections if gravel augmentation is not possible (or in the interim).  

 



   
 

54 
 

 
Figure 9. A natural logjam. Engineered stable log jams could be re-created with 

large timber sourced from riparian trees. When engineering such structures, it is 
usually better to align them at a more acute angle, to reduce the potential for total 

blockage (debris will accumulate at the d/s end, not right across the channel) and 
promote lateral scour. 

5.3. Alternative livestock watering  

Wherever possible, it would be beneficial to replace drinking bays with 

alternative means of watering. The most beneficial way of providing water 

to livestock is via mains supply, which provides improvements to livestock 

health by reducing the risk of waterborne diseases such as fluke. Alternative 

river-fed options could include solar pumps (possibly feeding a header tank 

to multiple piped troughs) or pasture pumps; ram pumps may also work in 

areas of channel with sufficient head loss, and providing the channel is not 

too incised. 

5.4. Silage sheet 

The illegal dumping of silage sheet should be addressed. In some instances, 

it may be worthwhile contacting the culprits directly to raise the concern 

with them initially. However, the severity of the issue observed may mean 

that it is best dealt with by the appropriate authority. The best course of 

action is probably a decision to be made locally.   
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6. Further assistance 

The WTT may be able to offer further assistance such as:  

• WTT Practical Visit  

o Where recipients require assistance to carry out the 

improvements highlighted in an advisory report, there is the 

possibility of WTT staff conducting a practical visit or workshop. 

This would consist of 1-3 days’ work, with a WTT Conservation 

Officer(s) teaming up with interested parties to demonstrate 

habitat enhancement methods (e.g. tree kickers, lodged woody 

material, willow laying etc.). 

o We can also provide advice and support in initiating any future 

projects.  

Permission and licences would need to be sought prior to undertaking any 

work within the river channel.  

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/wtt-publications 

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 

populations and managing invasive species.  

The DVD is available to buy for £10.00 from our website shop 

www.wildtrout.org/shop/products/rivers-working-for-wild-trout-dvd or by 

calling the WTT office on 02392 570985. 
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Table 3 – Summary of Observations and recommendations  

Priority is scored on the severity of issues and feasibility of achieving the mitigation in the short-medium term, to focus 

project effort, rather than simply the severity of the issues alone. As such, major channel restoration may score lower owing 

to reduced feasibility (particularly in incised bedrock sections), permissions and/or cost. However, full restoration and/or riffle 

reinstatement would be the ideal solution in most cases of channel degradation.  

Name Photo Y X Observation/recommendation Priority 

Pollagh003.JPG 

 

53.81908167 -9.006775 Preserve low and trailing branches 3 

Pollagh009.JPG 

 

53.82162167 -9.016195 Provide alternative watering 3 

Pollagh012.JPG 

 

53.82266833 -9.02328 

Install LB buffer fence 

 

Major channel restoration (reinstate gravel/cobble bed) 

2 

 

3 

Pollagh017.JPG 

 

53.81901833 -9.025788333 Preserve bankside trees 2 
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Pollagh021.JPG 

 

53.819105 -9.027758333 

Increase LWM – laying willows into the channel or 

installing lodged woody material would the quickest and 

easiest solution. 

2 

Pollagh022.JPG 

 

53.81910333 -9.027848333 Provide alternative watering 2 

Pollagh027.JPG 

 

53.81867833 -9.029853333 Provide alternative watering 2 

Pollagh032.JPG 

 

53.81763167 -9.031795 Provide alternative watering 2 

Pollagh033.JPG 

 

53.81756333 -9.03197 Install LWM  3 

Pollagh037.JPG 

 

53.81709167 -9.03326 Provide alternative watering 2 
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Pollagh039.JPG 

 

53.818095 -9.033661667 Salmonid spawning area  

Pollagh044.JPG 

 

53.81927667 -9.033608333 

Provide alternative watering 

 

Identify the source of the silage sheet and address with 

the culprit / report to the appropriate authority 

2 

 

1 

Pollagh048.JPG 

 

53.82001167 -9.033968333 Large salmonid redd  

Pollagh057.JPG 

 

53.82369833 -9.036455 Eradicate rhododendrons 2 

Pollagh061.JPG 

 

53.82537333 -9.038435 Salmonid spawning  

Pollagh065.JPG 

 

53.82637 -9.03886 Salmonid spawning  
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Pollagh072.JPG 

 

53.82587 -9.04067 

Significant channel realignment and straightening.  

1. Increase LWM  

2. Notch low-level weirs to reinstate sediment 

transport throughout section 

3. Channel restoration 

 

2 

2 

 

3 

Pollagh073.JPG 

 

53.82604 -9.04087 Provide alternative watering 2 

Pollagh079.JPG 

 

53.827435 -9.04252 Salmonid spawning 0 

Pollagh080.JPG 

 

53.827435 -9.042511667 Provide alternative watering 2 

Pollagh084.JPG 

 

53.82885333 -9.043035 Remove or notch the low-level weirs. 2 

Pollagh095.JPG 

 

53.83485333 -9.042501667 Lay and/or lodge woody material into the channel  2 
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Pollagh097.JPG 

 

53.835875 -9.042468333 

Protect beneficial areas of vegetation growth from any 

future dredging to capitalise on natural channel 

recovery.  

2 

Pollagh106.JPG 

 

53.83765833 -9.040703333 Provide alternative watering 2 

Pollagh113.JPG 

 

53.83738333 -9.038053333 
1. Install buffer fencing 

2. Provide alternative watering 
2 

Pollagh118.JPG 

 

53.836495 -9.036613333 Install buffer fencing 2 

Pollagh120.JPG 

 

53.838465 -9.034005 Install LWM  3 

Pollagh121.JPG 

 

53.83879333 -9.03301 Provide alternative watering (RB) 2 
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Pollagh122.JPG 

 

53.83880167 -9.033025 Provide alternative watering (RB) 2 

Pollagh125.JPG 

 

53.83936667 -9.030783333 Seek to prevent future tree removal/maintenance  2 

Pollagh126.JPG 

 

53.83913167 -9.02856 Provide alternative watering 2 

Pollagh133.JPG 

 

53.84282667 -9.022843333 Install buffer fencing (RB) 2 

Pollagh138.JPG 

 

53.844215 -9.018863333 

Buffer fence and gate the fields, to be grazed 

separately, only allowing access to the watercourse for 

crossing (or not, if not absolutely required).  

 

Provide alternative watering  

1 

Pollagh140.JPG 

 

53.84453333 -9.01928 
Tree planting (in this limited section, this is less of a 

habitat issue than it is a land management issue) 
3 
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Pollagh143.JPG 

 

53.84520667 -9.018758333 Buffer fencing (LB) 2 

Pollagh150.JPG 

 

53.84837333 -9.015871667 

Ensure further dredging is not undertaken to preserve 

the natural channel recovery 

 

1 

Pollagh154.JPG 

 

53.84993333 -9.012435 Salmonid spawning  

Pollagh160.JPG 

 

53.85260167 -9.009671667 
Move fence line back and provide alternative watering 

(LB) 
2 

Pollagh161.JPG 

 

53.85268333 -9.009568333 

Ensure further dredging is not undertaken to preserve 

the natural channel recovery 

 

Increase the availability of in-channel structure (tree 

planting, LWM), particularly on inside bends 

1 

 

 

 

2 

Pollagh165.JPG 

 

53.85518667 -9.01238 

Ensure further dredging is not undertaken to preserve 

the natural channel recovery 

 

Increase LWM  

1 

 

 

2 
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Pollagh169.JPG 

 

53.858035 -9.01855 Move fence back and provide alternative watering 2 

Pollagh172.JPG 

 

53.86110667 -9.018893333 
Maintain livestock exclusion from watercourse (farmer 

appears to be doing so already) 
3 

Pollagh173.JPG 

 

53.86143833 -9.019073333 Provide alternative watering. 2 

Pollagh174.JPG 

 

53.86155833 -9.01916 Provide alternative watering. 2 

Pollagh177.JPG 

 

53.86304 -9.018556667 Increase LWM 2 

Pollagh180.JPG 

 

53.86633 -9.018168333 Ensure further dredging is not undertaken in this area 1 
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Pollagh183.JPG 

 

53.86759333 -9.017643333 Provide alternative watering 1 

Pollagh184.JPG 

 

53.86765833 -9.017516667 
Remove or notch weirs throughout the lower reaches of 

the river, from this point d/s 
2 

Pollagh189.JPG 

 

53.86916167 -9.016511667 Provide alternative watering  

Pollagh192.JPG 

 

53.86981333 -9.01517 
Remove or notch weirs throughout the lower reaches of 

the river 
2 

Pollagh194.JPG 

 

53.86985333 -9.013736667 
Lay suitable trees and install LWM throughout the lower 

reaches of the river, from this point d/s 
2 

Pollagh196.JPG 

 

53.87017333 -9.011121667 Provide alternative watering 2 
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Pollagh202.JPG 

 

53.87269333 -9.009266667 Provide alternative watering 2 

Pollagh206.JPG 

 

53.87308833 -9.007308333 Provide alternative watering 2 

Pollagh209.JPG 

 

53.87328333 -9.005703333 Provide alternative watering 2 

Pollagh211.JPG 

 

53.87414167 -9.003828333 Remove or notch weirs 2 

Pollagh226.JPG 

 

53.87938 -9.001201667 Willow laying and lodged woody material 2 

Pollagh228.JPG 

 

53.87973833 -9.001045 Potential for installing lodged woody material 2 
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