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T WaAS NOT untl | had seen the resulls

of Simon Cain’s mammaoth reclamation

project at Ballington on Wiltshire's River
Whylve that [ realised the full importance of
such work for the fubure of our spring-water
habatatz, | had seen extensive improvements
elsewhere which all too often proved to be
of only limited or short-term benefit, but
Simon has gone right back to basics. He has
turned some management techni
upside down and created an entire natural
eoo-sysiem in what can be described only as
a feat of aquatic enginesnng.

Businessman Bob Merrick bought
Ballington Manor, including the small
village and 2% miles of fishing, in 1989 The
fishery was typical of other parts of the
Wylve today; shallow, sluggish, full of mud
and rotting 'uegel_an-::-n and lacking the
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balanced food-chain and healthy conditions
necessary for the survival of trout and

i lations, Much of it was
e Pu:::l unfishable, having sulfered
;.ug over the past 20-30 years from the
combined effects of dredging. bank erosion,
water abstraction and sheer neglect.
Atternpis had been made to dig pools in the
river bed and even to widen the stream in
places, but these had made matters worse,
lessening the flow still further and causing
severe build-up of silt and the consequent
encroachment of vegetation.

Bob wanted the whole fishery area
improved, so he consulted Simon, and the
measures they agreed resulted in a bold and
highly imaginative proposal.

"Strangely enough,” Simon told me, “the
last thing in my mind at the time, even
while work was in progress, was any
thought of actually increasing trout and Ay
populations.”

ANY FISHERY managers would

simply have cleared the river for

access, removed the silt and
turned in stock fish. Simon tackled the job
from the other end of the food chain.

He felt sure that when the new habitat
was established, and he had formed the
basis of a natural eco-system, no stocking
would be necessary: fish and fly-life would
Thome-in’, and nature would do the rest.
The result has been quite remarkable.

The efementary principle behind the

roject is that if vou want to raise water
Is and increase the flow-rate of a river,
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then you have to make it narrower. In
Simon’s judgment, the width of the main
river and three carrier streams meeded to be
considerably reduced, in certain areas by as
miuch as 50 per cent. Some of the river
channels would in fact be morne constricted
than they were originally, when man
created the water-meadow svstem; others
would simply be returned to the width they
wre before bank erosion occurred.

ANKS WHICH used to be kept in

place by a tracery of tree roots and

other vegetation would have to be re-
built in such a way that they would remain
a permanent fixture, able to withstand the
heavy run-off water wiiich is more prevalent
today. Old hatch structures, spillways and
bridges would be retained wherever
paossible to preserve the charming, old-
world character of the place.

The entire job 18 taking three years Phase
o, the Mill House area close to the iaanor,
was completed in early 19K, having lasted
somve ten manths. Untreated larch poles of
six inches diameter at the top were driven in
o form the mew miver-line. Behind this,
poplar and willow logs 6121t long and of
12-18 inches diameter, wene lid
horizontally from river bed to bank top,
with back-filling with chalk overlaid with
carth forming the new bank.

The gradients of the adjacent land have
been carefully designed to make a berm o
allow for winter Booding. It so happened
that the severest floods for many decades
came to the valley just as phase one was
being completed. While the streams rose
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over their banks, the water level remained
well within the bounds of the new food-
zone, thus tecting the low-lyvin
meadows bEjT:lnd. 7 iy

But Simon's mest original ecological
triumph was revealed to me only as we
looked at photographs later. Beneath the
back-filli under its whole area, Simion
had p a layer of heavy scrub, induding
a host of thick roots and branches, thus
créating a vast underwater cavem, an
aquatic nursery where all manner of
invertebrates, lesser food-forms,
innumerable insects and fish fry will be able
to congregate, protected from the ravages of
the current and over-predation. | consider
this a stroke of genius which will ensure a
heavy and constant food supply. Itis a
strategy which [ have not heard of being
used before.,

RAYFISH, which have vanished
from the Wylve and other Wiltshire
streams in recent times, are bo be re-
intreduced from an area where they are
Enown to have survived. Initially, this will
be a controlled experiment, limited to one
carrier, but Simon is confident they will
breed here again without a trace of the
deadly virus which destroyed the original
steck. [ fervently hope so, for eraviish were
formeerly an almost indispensable part of the
larger trout’s diet.
Phase one, which comprised some B0
yards of main rver and carriers, a small lake
(remarkable tor its huge population of Py
freshvwater snails) and a wide surrounding &







