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Strategic Exe Weirs: Bolham Weir April 2023-September 2024
Summary & Supporting Information

1. Introduction

Westcountry Rivers Trust (WRT) and the River Exe and Tributaries Association (RETA) are improv ing
migratory accessfor threatened and iconic fish species in the River Exe. Migratory fish in the South

West hold socioeconomic value, are integral to the ecological function of local rivers, and are

classed as Species of Principal Importance . Strategic Exe Weirs (SEW) is supported by the
Environment Agency (EA) as contributing to national efforts to protect and restore native fish

populations and proper ecological function of  resident rivers . Improving migration over obstacles

is a key action under DE F R /AAmon Five Point Approach. The Gover nment As 25
Environment Plan !, specifically Goal 3 &hriving Plants and Wildlife Apromotes action in the
freshwater environment to recover threatened, iconic or economically important species, and to

prevent human -induced extinction or loss of known threatened species in England.

The Mid Devon Local Plan 2013-20332 recognises the National Planning Policy Framework (2012)
which states local planning authorities have responsibility to ensure development s protect and
enhance the natural environment, help improve biodiversity and work towards mitigat ing and
adapting to climate change. Policy 9 (f) promotes development that will support opportunities

for protecting and enhancing species populations and linking habitats, while paragraph 2.56
specifically highlights the support of mitigation that work towards Water Framework Directive
objectives. Paragraph 4.86 under policy DM26 recognises the long -term decline of biodiversity in
the UK in part due to habitat fragmentation, which Policy DM27 highlights conservation and
enhancement of biodiversity where possible in part through improved linking of habitats.

Bolham Weir was highlighted by an options appraisal and constraints assessment as a target
project site for the SEW programme . This document accompanies the planning application for a
technical fish pass, and a fish screen, maintenance walkway and fish chut e to improve migration
at Bolham Weir for native fish species to meet national environmental conservation targets

The project is funded in 2024 by Natural England (NE) as part of the Species Recovery Programme
to help reverse declining freshwater migratory fish.

Westcountry Rivers Trust | +44(0)1579 372140 | info@wrt.org.uk | www.wrt.org.uk 1
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1.1 Project Background

Migratory fish populations have declined globally by
76%, or 93% if considering Europe alone 3. This is
reflected in the River Exe by the EA assessment of
salmon stocks as At Risk* and not currently long -term
sustainable . Reasons for this decline include direct
pressure on habitat s, barriers to open migration , and
indirect pressures from climate change such as more
extreme rainfall patterns reducing migration windows

To complete the life cycle migratory fish require access
to and from multiple habitats. WRT annual Fry Index
Surveys (FIS)indicate the River Barle SSSI and upper
River Exe in Exmoor National Park as productive
spawning habitats upholding Atlantic salmon (Salmo
salar) recruitment in the River Exe (Figure 1). Itis highly
importan t to provide maximum opportunity for
successful migration to and from  this key habitat for
long term survival of culturally iconic and
socioeconomically important migratory fish.

April 2023-September 2024
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Figure 1: WRT FIS results 2021

rivers as highly important for recruitment.
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1.2 River Exe Weirs

The River Exe catchment contains
multiple weirs originally built to supply
water to mills. Some weirs still supply
active abstraction licences, while others
no longer serve an active purpose . All
are acting to cumulatively reduce
migratory fish travelling to and from
viable recruitment habitat (Figure 2).

The effects of weirs on migratory fish can
be complex °. Naturally the River Exe is
an open water course that would permit
migration in almost all flow conditions
The presence of multiple weirs notably
reduces the flow window for successful
migration , forcing the river to operate as
a spate river for migratory fish.

This effect is particularly notable for the
iconic Atlantic salmon, a capital breeder

relying on reserves for the return

migration from the sea to freshwater
spawning grounds. The effect of weirs
acting to delay migration has been

specifically proven for the River Exe °.

When populations were healthy and
abundant, sufficient numbers of fish
successfully migrated to fully utilise
available spawning habitat.

April 2023-September 2024
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Figure 2: River Exe catchment highlighting barriers on the
main stem of the river - Exeter to Exmoor. Strategic Exe Weir
uses a traffic light system to illustrate the severity of each weir
as a migration barrier .

Now that m igratory fish populations are severely declining it is

essential all viable spawning stock has open access to the highest quality habitat to maximise

successful recruitment . Research has shown quantity and quality of
Therefore, alongside enabling free access to spawning areas we
must also ensure e very opportunity for successful migration to

sustainable marine survival 2.

juvenile fish is important for

marine habitat s.

However, climate change affected rainfall patterns, water abstraction, and land management are

producing ever more extreme high and low flow events
successful migration over weirs. This is particularly notable when multiple weirs act to

, further reducing the flow window for
gether for

a cumulative impact. Only by addressing each weir can the flow window be suitably increased to
restore natural movement of migratory fish, and work towards a sustainable future for the river.

Furthermore, restoring the natural movement of migratory fish will act to protect populations
from other negative impacts, such as isolated pollution events, increasing water temperatures in

lower reaches, poaching at known hotspots, and unnaturally high p
natural and wider dispersion in the catchment
population scale with resulting increased ecolog ical integrity of the River Exe.
information, please see the Strategic E xe Weirs website: https://wrt.org.uk/strategic

redation pressure. By allowing

the impacts of such risks are much reduced on a
For more

-exe-weirs/
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2. Bolham Weir

2.1 Site Details

Location (OS NGR) : S5594854 15314

Location Description: Adjacent to A396 north west of Bolham village, Devon.

Watercourse: River Exe (WFD WBID: GB10804505050 Exe Barle to Culm)

Current Site Use: Improved pasture (RHB), Improved pasture (LHB)

Site Area: <0.5ha

Topography: Right hand bank: Flat floodplain accessto site from Washfield road .

Left hand bank: Flat floodplain access to site of A396, concrete track
and vertical bank to weir .

Structure Type: Single stage sloping weir , primarily modern concrete construction, with
stilling basin.
Current Fish Passage: Temporary baulk pass on right hand side, assessed as inadequate for

long term security of migration for  protected species .

Ownership: All construction is within the ownership of  South West Water ( SWW)
property. WRT are leading construction phase improvements for
migration andthe endc onst r uct withbelong to SWW.t A

Authorisation: SWW have authorised WRT to act on behalf of SWW in all statutory
permission applications including Planning Permission and
Environmental Permit .

2.2 Site Access

The site can be accessed by foot from the east via direct access from the A396, or from the north
via Marsh Farm and riparian floodplain field. Machinery access is via the same routes (Figure 3),
although access from the east is over a width limiting agricultural bridge over the leat associated
with Bolham Weir . Access to Marsh Farm is via single track lanes and may require some traffic
control. Access arrangements have been made through WRT, and will be fully agreed between
WRT, the appointed Contractor, and the surrounding owners. Right hand bank acce ss will be
across fields south of Marsh Farm to the riverbank through existing gateways.

Westcountry Rivers Trust | +44(0)1579 372140 | info@wrt.org.uk | www.wrt.org.uk 4
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Figure 3: Location of Bolham Weir. Yellow circle indicates NGR SS 94854 15314. Contains Google Satellite Dat:
©2024 CNES/AirbusCrown copyright and database rights 2024.

The access route to the Northwest of the site will be via existing gateways through two fields
annotated by the orange dashed line.

The track will be reinforced with stone to facilitate a period of higher use by construction traffic,
and it will be fenced off from the farm stock .

A temporary track (grey dashed |ine) will be used during construction and  taken up upon egress.
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2.3 Fish Passage Assessment

2.3.1 Upstream Migration

Successful upstream migration over Bolham Weir by adult salmon is currently limited to
unnaturally small flow windows. Limiting factors at this site include height and slope of the weir,
lack of sufficient water depth on the face of the weir , and challenging hydrological conditions
caused by the smooth modern construction and the stilling basin (Plate 1). Technical assessment
indicated Bolham Weir is acting to impede the upstream migration of protected fish species
Atlantic salmon ( Salmo salar) and lamprey ( Lampetra fluviatilis, Lampetra planeri , and Petromyzon
marinus), species listed under annex Il of the Habitats Directi ve 1992 and noted Priority Species of
Princip al Importance under $41 of NERC 2006, European eel (Anguilla anguilla) as protected under
the Eel (England and Wales) Regulations 2009 and noted species of Principal Importance,  and
brown/sea trout ( Salmo trutta) noted Priority Species of Principal Importance .

Plate 1: Bolham weir under different flow conditions . Left: Q45 flows revealing water depth on weir face still very
shallow under prime migratory flows. Right: Q10 flows revealing strong laminar flows presenting challenging
swimming conditions for all but larger more capable salmonid specimens.

2.3.2 Downstream Migration

The influence of Bolham Weir on river flows acts to direct downstream migrating fish towards the

leat offtake . The leat has potential to add significant delays to downstream movement, and may
increase risks from piscivores, infrastructure, or significantly reduced flows removing
environmental stimulus to continue  (Plate 2). It is strongly advised the leat entrance is screened
with effective by -wash facilities to safely encourage migrating fishto  continue in the main river.

Plate 2: The weir actively directs downstream migrating fish to the leat offtake (left) which may increase risk to
downstream migrating fish. For example, easy access for wading avian predators and lack of coveriight).
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