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On the 7th July a group of six RGCG 
committee members visited the 
Sculthorpe Moor Nature Reserve. 

This was an opportunity to see the site 
in depth, with four hours to walk and 
discuss, with the Reserve Manager Nigel 
Middleton. Our main aim was to hear 
about the restoration and management 
work that has taken place since 2001, 
when the Hawk and Owl Trust under-
took this task, in particular that of the 
meadows and wetland. We also heard 
about future plans to increase the size 
of the site, with more restoration work 
and with further increase of the access 
boardwalks and viewing hides.

For those who had been a few times 
over the years, and those making a 
first visit, this was a joyful and inspi-
rational day. The reserve has a beau-
tiful and tranquil flow of habitats and 
landscapes, set in the upper Wensum 
floodplain and valley; woodland, mead-

ows, wetland and river. This is our 
main article, not just for what we might 
learn, but to bring some good news 
when there are so many pressures on 
our wildlife.

In our Spring Newsletter we had a 
three page article on the Dong Energy 
off-shore wind farm.  We described the 
cabling route from Weybourne to Nor-
wich, some technical matters and the 
overall planning process to meet ap-
proval.  The first major consultation 
opened on 27th July and closed on the 
20th September. The scale of the proj-
ect and potential for various adverse 
impacts has raised a number of major 
concerns from a range of interested 
parties. That of the RGCG appears to 
be the least recognised, that is the ef-
fect on wildlife.  For the Glaven and its 
catchment, the cumulative impact is 
such as to undermine the integrity of 
the role as a wildlife corridor as key part 

of the ecological network, not least in 
the upper reaches. Maximum mitiga-
tion measures are crucial.

In the upper Glaven area the restora-
tion of farmland ponds continues with 
a project funded by the British Ecol-
ogy Society. This work is ‘twinned’ with 
a similar exercise in Lancashire.  The 
same techniques are used in the resto-
ration and monitoring of wildlife before 
and after. The Glaven experience is that 
at a watershed the intrinsic benefits ex-
tend to acting as ‘stepping’ stones from 
one river system to the next, in our case 
the Bure; as such, repairing a weak link 
in the ecological network in crossing 
mainly arable land. 

In 2016 eel surveys were carried out 
on sites on the main river, but also 
detached water bodies throughout 
the catchment. We report on Eels in 
Ponds, and also the 2017 elver run at 
Glandford Mill.

Sculthorpe Moor Nature Reserve:
a Community Success
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The British Ecological Society has 
awarded University College Lon-
don (UCL) funding for the res-

toration of three farmland ponds in 
the Bodham-Hempstead area. This 
also involves monitoring a pond be-
fore and after the restoration work 
for the wildlife; birds, aquatic plants, 
invertebrates, fish, insects, mam-
mals, moths bats. The chemistry is 
also considered, with pH and nutrient 
levels measured. On the 24th March 
the specialist naturalists met together 
to complete the ‘before’ field survey 
work. The restoration work took place 
between the 12th and 14th Septem-
ber, and it is this we describe here. 
The experience gained in earlier resto-
rations has resulted in a smooth and 
efficient operation, albeit each pond 
has its individual characteristics.

The three ponds are shown on the 
Ordnance Survey Map, Pathfinder 
820 (see S17 p.12 near centre). They 
are just to the south east of Church 
Farm House; to the south of the 
Farmhouse (the other pond there, 

close to the track, is left as a ‘con-
trol’); and the third, about 0.8km to 
the south east, is in the middle of a 
very large open field; all three are on 
arable land, respectively coded Pond 
2, Pond 3 and Skylark Pond by UCL. 
Just perhaps more than a coincidence 
the three ponds are in a direct align-
ment, north-west to south-east; if so, 
then it could be due to the glacial ge-
ology. The origin of the ponds, going 
back perhaps 200 years,  being  exca-
vation for marl.

The photographs are selected to il-
lustrate how the restoration work is 
carried out. The ponds have not been 
used or managed for decades; trees 
have grown up around the ponds, and 
they have accumulated much silt. 
Trees and scrub are cleared on the 
south and east side fringe of the pond 
to permit sunlight on a restored pond 
to support growth of aquatic plants. 
The trees and scrub also have to be 
removed within the pond area itself. 

These are likely to be mainly willow. 
Trees on the north and west of the 
pond banks are retained; and maybe 
one or two elsewhere if wildlife friend-
ly, such as hawthorn. These are gen-
eral principles; they are not inflexible, 
it depends on the pond, its location, 
and what may be in the vicinity. 

Pond 2 shows the finished conser-
vation work at end of day on 12th 
September, apart some final digger 
‘tidying up’ on the morning of 13th. 
The mud removed from the pond is 
spread over the adjacent arable land. 
The heavy timber is put in piles near-
by for logging use. This pond had a 
considerable amount of water in it. 
The ponds differ according to the very 
heterogeneous nature of the geology 
which affects the groundwater source.
Pond 3 was in fact ‘dry’, but was wet 
on the 24th March and had retained 
some water until a few weeks before 
the main restoration day on the 13th 
September. While the digger was still 
employed in clearing up at pond 2, the 
timber and wood removal was going 

The Restoration of Farmland Ponds
and the British Ecological Society Project

Pond 2 ‘finished’.
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Pond 3. Removal of trees and 
scrub by chainsaw and manual 
pulling onto the cropped arable 
field.
This was followed by the digger 
and soil and mud removal, to be 
heaped and later spread on the 
field.
   

Top three pictures:
Skylark Pond. Clever digger work 
to remove timber and mud; and the 
plateau view west, falling away to 
Selbrigg Pond.
Bottom picture:
Pond 3. View east to Bodham Tele-
com Mast.

on at pond 3. This requires a chain-
saw operator, with perhaps another 
giving some support. RGCG chairman 
Henry Crawley has done much work 
on ponds over the past 2-3 years, and 
did the bulk of the chainsaw work 
here in a full morning and early after-
noon. In order to keep pace with the 
‘cut-down’ rate a team of some eight 
people was needed to drag the mate-

rial away, plus some assistance from 
a tractor with a fork-lift attachment, 
mainly to get the woody debris onto 
a burn heap, and move heavy lengths 
of timber into another pile. This con-
tinued into the afternoon. The ‘clear-
ing team’ consisted mainly of UCL 
students but also some local help. By 
the time the clearance work was done, 
the digger had finished at Pond 2, and 
then worked on until late afternoon 
on Pond 3 with de-stumping, followed 
by pulling out dry soil and mud.

On the next day it was the turn of 
Skylark pond, with the trees and oth-
er vegetation being cut down, but due 
to the depth of the pond below surface 
level and the steep banks, the amount 
that could be pulled clear by hand was 
limited. Here the value of experience 
and ingenuity of digger operator Dom 
Arnold really came into play. How to 
pull the timber out of a water-filled 
deep pit, and separately remove the 
silt and timber material? The answer 
lay in first making a set-back, sloping 
wide trench so that the digger can get 
down the ramp formed to one edge of 
the pond; and then to pull some the 
floating timber into a pile at the edge 
of the pond. This was to make a matt 
for the digger to drive into the pond, 
and from this platform have the reach 
to alternatively remove silt onto the 
field edge, and get the timber some 
way up the ramp to be received taken 
away by the tractor-forklift.

The three ponds are on a high pla-
teau at contour 65m, with big skies 
and long, open views. From pond 3 
the telecommunications mast at New 
Road is noticeable to the east.  Sky-
lark Pond field on the west side of the 
plateau slopes down quite sharply to 
Selbrigg Pond and the Glaven. The 
Dong (now Orsted) onshore cabling 
route appears to run down the east 
side of an arable field where there 
was a major run-off incident with a 
potato crop last November; it then 
passes just to the west of Church 
Farm House, which raises concerns 
for any impact on restored ponds 2 
and 3, and continues down the east 
side of Hempstead Wood and to Little 
Barningham where there would be a 
booster station if Alternating Current 
power transmission is used.

Acknowledgements. This project 
follows previous pond restorations in 
the Glaven headwaters (Norfolk Ponds 
Project). We are grateful to Dr Carl 
Sayer for generating the now wide-
spread interest in farmland ponds.  
The RGCG greatly appreciates the 
support and assistance of farmers 
and landowners for this BES project; 
and of course the BES for their fund-
ing support. Again thanks to Carl for 

managing the BES work, including 
the provision of a hard working and 
enthusiastic team of UCL postgradu-
ate students supported by local effort. 
Finally to Helen Greaves, writing up 
her UCL PhD studies, for engaging 
with her ‘home’ contacts in Lancashire 
resulting in the ‘twinning’ exercise.

 
 Dr Ian Shepherd
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The Dong Energy Project was de-
scribed in detail in our last News-
letter, Spring 2017. A major step 

in the planning process was the con-
sultation on the Preliminary Envi-
ronment Impact Report (PEIR) which 
closed on the 20th September.  It is 
clear already that there is the poten-
tial for many severe adverse impacts 
for wildlife, and that major mitigation 
measures need to be put in place to 
move this Nationally Significant In-
frastructure Project (NSIP) towards 
acceptability. However this Project is 
classified as a NSIP by Government, 
and determined by the Secretary of 
State for Communities and Local Gov-
ernment, acting on the recommenda-
tions of the Planning Inspectorate af-
ter a public inquiry. Documentation 
covers a range of topics, and is fear-
some on length and complexity.

After our previous separate respons-
es in the initial consultations, the 
RGCG combined with CPRE Norfolk in 
responding to the PEIR. Landscape is 
also a major issue, and so often wild-
life and landscape, are intertwined.  
There is running in parallel to Dong 
another company engaged in a huge 
offshore wind farm with connection 
to the national grid with high voltage 
electricity. Vattenfall lands on the east 
coast in the Bacton area and trans-
mission of the electricity is west to a 
sub-station at Necton in Breckland. 
Dong alights at Weybourne, the third 
project to do so, and the cabling runs 
to a sub-station south of Norwich. The 
issues and concerns are common to 
both projects.

Residents quickly fastened onto 
their major concerns with the above 
surface infrastructure, with land-
scape, amenity and health issues with 
large and intrusive substations; and 
also booster stations in deeply rural 
countryside. When it was realised 
that if the power transmission system 
were to be High Voltage Direct Current 
(HVDC) there would be no booster sta-
tion, both companies maintained that 
they had to keep both options open, 
Direct Current and Alternating Cur-
rent (this the standard UK practice). 
The position of both companies re-

mains to taking both HVAC and HVDC 
all the way through the planning 
process to obtain approval on both 
systems through the Development 
Consent Order; and not take a final 
decision on choice of which transmis-
sion system is to be used until just be-
fore construction work starts in 2019.
A widespread assumption is that the 
undergrounding of the cabling is not 
just better than overhead, but with 
backfill after the cable is laid then 
there are no problems. For wildlife 
there are many ways open cut trench-
ing can impact on different habitats; 
and there would be a cumulative ef-
fect over the Glaven catchment, and 
the important role as part of the coun-
ty wide ecological network. The ongo-
ing work on restoring farmland ponds 
on the watershed of the Glaven and 
the Bure provides a much improved 
linkage between the two rivers, but 
now faces instead a devastating weak-
ening.

The increase in output and scale we 
are now facing requires a much great-
er areas land take than with Shering-
ham Shoal and Dudgeon, and much 
longer timescale to restoration, which 
increases the chance of failure. We 
had been unable to find information 
as to whether there were differences 
between AC and DC as regards the 
cabling. The answer came in the EDP 
Farming and Country section of the 
9th September, and was the result of 
a consortium of about 40 farmers who 
had engaged Savills to act for them on 
the Vattenfall project. We quote the 
key section from the article, the situa-
tion as regards AC versus DC.

“Vattenfall considers that the two 
alternative solutions are both viable 
options, in terms of technology readi-
ness, cost-effectiveness and supply 
chain capability. The HVAC solution 
uses well established technology that 
can be sourced from a broad range 
of suppliers; the HVDC option uses 
technology that has been developed 
relatively recently and is only offered 
by a small number of companies 
worldwide”. “In terms of impacts, the 
two options are quite different from 
each other: HVDC can transmit more 

power over long distances than HVAC 
cables, so the HVDC solution only 
requires two cable-pairs (4 cables in 
total) to transmit 1800MW of power, 
whereas the HVAC the HVAC solution 
requires up to six three-cable circuits 
(18 cables in total”). 

The farming community are used 
to services crossing their land, but 
not on the amount of land take and 
timescale needed for these off-shore 
wind farms.  The land agent is quot-
ed as saying that “my understanding 
is most landowners will not object if 
they (the developers) take the DC op-
tion. It reduces the width of the ease-
ment, resulting in less impact on the 
environment, and it will mean the 
relay station will not be required, so 
that concern falls away”. We add that 
farmers might object, but if the Sec-
retary of State accepts the AC option 
then there is the compulsory acquisi-
tion ‘solution’; and the damage to our 
wildlife will be colossal.

The one big mitigation measure on 
the table at present is the use of hori-
zontal direct drilling (HDD) instead 
of open trenching and backfill; and 
HDD is only certain for main rivers 
and roads. HDD has to be extended, 
AND in combination with the use of 
HVDC. In our view HVDC should be 
the only HV option to be taken through 
to the determination of the two devel-
opments. As of 6th November DONG 
ENERGY was re-branded as Orsted. 
DONG was originally short for Danish 
Oil and Natural Gas; with the recent 
divestment of this business and con-
centration on renewable energies “that 
means we have become too green for 
our name”; but also add as Orsted “we 
will continue to drive the price down 
for new offshore wind”. The notice con-
cludes that aside from the developer 
name, and updated branding, no other 
elements are set to be affected by this 
rebranding. We would hope that this is 
not entirely the case, and that ‘green’ 
means that countryside and wildlife is 
not sacrificed to any cost difference be-
tween HVDC and HVAC, which will be 
relatively small in a huge investment.

 Dr Ian Shepherd

Dong Energy Cabling: 
Implications for the Glaven Ecological Network

 – and much more



Autumn 2017 5

Sculthorpe Moor Nature Reserve: 
Woodland, Meadows,Wetland and River. 

The restoration and access work 
started in 2001 on the long ne-
glected site in the upper Wensum 

flood plain. It has been a huge success.  
This has been due to three equally im-
portant factors. The range of exper-
tise within the Reserve Manager Nigel 
Middleton team;  the selection and use 
of plant and vehicles working capable 
of working on a wetland river valley 
site, and the workshop; and a good re-
lationship with the local community, 
with some 100 active volunteers giving 
of their time. The part-time volunteer 
contingent are made up of some  80 
people working on practical conserva-
tion and access work, and 20 fronting 
the visitor centre or office work  in the 
same building.

Nigel came to the job as Reserve Man-
ager with an interest in wildlife and a 
profession as an agricultural engineer. 
With it came also practical knowledge 
about land and water management, 
and the ability to engage with people, 
to persuade and enthuse; and let them 
stretch their skills as far as they might 
go. The first stop on the RGCG tour of 
the site was the workshop and equip-
ment compound; the heart of the con-
servation and access activities.

Some of the meadows are cut and 
baled as the management regime. The 
equipment included a very large ma-
chine cutter with wide reciprocating 
blades; a bailer; and an All-Terrain Ve-
hicle for working in conditions varying 
from dry to wet to boggy. There was the 
choice of one, two or three axles on the 
rear wheels. Highland Cattle and sheep 
are used for the meadows that are 
grazed.

The workshop is used for a wide 
range of jobs. One ongoing task is cut-
ting wood to shape to build the walk-
ways. These make for an easy access for 
young and old through the woodland, 
and to the viewing hides in the open 
wetland areas. This has been of tremen-
dous benefit to enjoying the Reserve. 
The workshop output also includes as 
an important activity the production 
for sale of owl boxes, particularly barn 
owls; and also for other bird species and 
bats. As would be expected they are well 
built for their function and durability.

From top left:
Cutter and truck for management of both wet or dry meadow;
Board walk through the woodland; and a view to east meadow; 
Bottom: the wide ditch crosses the site.
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The Meadows

There is a large meadow on the east, 
Fakenham side of the Moor, which 
has been worked on since 2001-02. 
The first step was to clear the wide-
spread alder and silver birch which 
had encroached across the meadow 
after years of neglect as it was not eco-
nomic to graze. Once the scrub had 
been cleared, then grazing by High-
land Cattle was introduced to bring 
the meadow back into good condi-
tion and it continues to be managed 
in this way. The view presents a wide 
and open landscape with a ‘big sky’.  
The meadow is bisected by a drainage 
channel – the same that runs through 
the woodland walkway area. The Re-
serve has a number of drainage chan-
nels and ditches, which are managed 
for water flow; there is a good rela-
tionship with the local Internal Drain-
age Board. The site is not owned by 
the Trust, and forms part of a land 
purchase plan. If this is secured the 
intention would be to restore the 
drainage, and create six new ponds/
scrapes and two viewing hides on the 
north side of the site.

The second meadow visited is an 
area which now forms a broad ride 
between two woodland areas. It has 
been worked from 2001 to 2012, 
starting with rush and scrub removal. 
It is managed by rotation cutting and 
bailing – the bails are used for animal 
fodder. The flower seed bank remains 
in the land, and as with the grazed 
meadow, progressively gives a flower 
rich meadow; including yellow rattle, 
bird’s foot trefoil and ragged robin. 
Being an ‘early’ Spring/Summer we 
were too late to see an abundance of 
southern and common spotted orchid.  
The various grasses are also beautiful 
to look at. To the south of this ride 
meadow lies a larger area where res-
toration work had taken place from 
2001/2005, with further work on 
western side in 2014. This meadow 
area is within the Reserve boundary. 
To west side of the Reserve boundary 
is another well advanced meadow res-
toration, which like the ‘Fakenham’  
meadow is not owned by the Trust 
and also part of the land purchase ap-
peal. If successful, it would again over 
time see the creation of six ponds at 
the south end, and another three at 
the north end, both areas with access 
and viewing hides. 

This page:
Top: East (Fakenham) meadow, 
divided by wide ditch
Centre block: Central (Ride) mead-
ow.
Bottom: West meadow discussion.

Opposite page:
Top: Whitely Hide view (also p.1)
Centre: Volunteers Hide view.
Bottom: Sculpture, pair of Marsh 
Harriers.
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The Wetland and River Area

The Whitely Hide and boardwalk ac-
cess was built in 2006/7. It provides a 
view across a wetland with a channel 
widening out to a scrape/pond area in 
a wide and open landscape.  Beside 
the hide is a sculpture of a pair of 
marsh harriers in a courtship flight. 
An important reason for the Hawk and 
Owl Trust to acquire the site in 2001 
was the potential for breeding marsh 
harriers, away from the coast, and the 
threat of loss of freshwater habitat to 
salt water incursion.

The board walk continues to the 
Volunteers Hide reached by an Aerial 
Highway, designed to provide access 
for all. This was completed in 2015, 
and constructed entirely by voluntary 
labour. Again there is a long view into 
an open landscape with a large pond 
area in the middle distance, with reed 
and fen.  On the right of this view can 
be seen a long length of a screening 
closed willow fencing.  Behind the 
fence is the River Wensum.  This was 
done so that people could walk along-
side the river without disturbing birds 
around the large pond.

The board walk access further con-
tinues to the Paul Johnson Hide and 
the Victor’s Hide (2011). These two 
hides give a close-up view of the large 
pond, and a reed bed area and a bank 
for a colony of sand martins to breed. 
The hides were built in 2007/2011, 
and the pond and other works in 
2004. This is an area where both 
marsh harrier and barn owl might 
be seen in a close view. The aquatic 
Greater Bladderwort has colonised a 
relatively large area for this plant. The 
day was warm and sunny and a num-
ber of large dragonflies were on erratic 
darting manoeuvres. 

The river is perched and sits above 
much of the length of the wetland and 
woodland on the southern boundary 
of the Reserve, and has been moved 
in the historic past, likely to suit a 
milling interest. The river is in a land-
scape of reed and fen, but the walk-
way offers an opportunity to see a 
water vole. Water voles are territorial 
as regards their burrows, and their 
feeding and latrine stations. One of 
the many tasks for the workshop has 
been to make small wooden latrine 
platforms which are fixed at points 
along the water edge, giving a greater 
chance to sight one moving around. 
They also enable the monitoring of fe-
male density.

The Sculthorpe Reserve has an am-
bience off quiet and tranquillity as 
well as providing easy access to see 
wildlife and habitats, truly a living 
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landscape. The Reserve is designated 
as a SSSI and as a Special Area of 
Conservation (SAC), and if success-
ful with the bid to the Heritage Lot-
tery Fund and the land purchase ap-
peal to the general public this would 
both consolidate past achievements 
and greatly increase the Reserve terri-
tory. It would also provide the oppor-
tunity to bring the additional land to 
the same SAC standard, and provide 
more access and viewing facilities for 
the public to enjoy. At the same time 
this work would add to the value of 
the whole Wensum as a wildlife cor-
ridor, and as a principal part of the 
wider ecological network. As we well 
know from our Glaven experience, 
this is very important to sustaining all 
our wildlife species.

Finally we must give at least a brief 
mention to the educational work of 
the Trust, both in specific technical 
areas such as the satellite tracking 
of migratory birds, and broader aims 
such as generating an awareness and 
interest in young people, either in 
school parties or a family group. The 
installation of a nesting platform on 
the spire of Norwich Cathedral for a 
breeding pair of peregrine falcons, 
and the CCTV viewing, has generated 
much public interest and consider-
able media attention. 

Acknowledgements:  The RGCG com-
mittee are grateful to Nigel Middleton 
for taking RGCG members on the tour 
of the Sculthorpe Moor Nature Reserve 
on 7th July 2017, and the detailed 
discussions that we had. It was a de-
lightful and inspirational day to see 
what had been achieved since 2001. 
We very much hope their ambitions 
for the future will be realised, and as 
such add a huge amount to what is 
already a truly wonderful place.

Wetland views from Paul Johnson 
and Victor’s Hides; and of the 
River Wensum. All hides and the 
river are accessed by board walk.
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Eels in ponds – A Glaven Story Emerging
Dr Carl Sayer (UCL)

When talking to landowners and 
farmers over the last 10 years 
and indeed from my own ex-

periences, it is clear that eels love to 
get into ponds. But what is perhaps 
surprising is the number and remote-
ness of ponds where they are found, 
with this the case in the Glaven too. 
There are many amazing stories about 
eels in and around farmland ponds – 
eels stuck in pipes under fields, huge 
eels seen during pond dredging works 
where they were never dreamt of, eels 
in the long grass next to ponds and 
even eels in horse watering troughs in 
farmyards. 

My favourite story comes from one 
of Norfolk’s most knowledgeable of 
countrymen and fishermen, Barry 
Tomlin (Figure 1) of Kings Lynn. As a 
little boy Barry was messing around 
by a small field pond in Mileham (mid-
Norfolk) and some older boys in the 
village were fishing for eels. A huge eel 
was caught by a certain Harry Walpo-
le and quickly it was dispatched and 
hung by a string from an oak branch 
next to the pond. It dangled limply in 
the hot afternoon sun and eventually 
Harry returned to pick up the eel for 
the pot. He pulled it down and decided 
to give it a quick wash. On hitting the 
water the eel went from dead to alive 
within a second! It straightened up 
and shot off back to its home under 
the old oak. To quote Barry directly 
“the Norfolk air was filled with some 
choice words!” So as you can see eels 
used to make their homes in all sorts 
of places and were regularly caught 
and seen in the countryside well away 
from main rivers systems.

Do eels still live in remote ponds in 
the Glaven catchment and how many 
are still to be found in stillwaters? This 
is the key question that our UCL team 
are focused on for the Glaven Eel Proj-
ect. While the Norfolk Rivers Trust, 
ECON Ecological Consultancy Ltd and 
Adam Piper of the Institute of Zoology 
(IoZ) were catching eels on the river 
and its tributaries during this sum-
mer, our UCL team were strongly fo-
cused on ponds and lakes. Our travels 
took us all over the Glaven catchment 
from Bodham to Gunthorpe to Cley. 

Figure 1 (upper). Barry Tomlin 
standing next to the old oak where 
a great eel hung in his childhood 
(Photo: Carl Sayer)

Figure 2 (lower). Sorting out the 
fyke nets. The fyke net consist of 
a curtain, called the leader net 
which has a weighted bottom and 

floating top to form a wall. At-
tached to both ends are a series of 
hoops (which decrease in size) with 
one way openings that lead to the 
closed “cod end”. The guide is the 
most important part of the nets – 
the fish come across this obstacle, 
and are channelled into the mouth 
of the net (Photo: Carl Sayer)
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From a research perspective we were 
particularly interested to see how bar-
riers to eel migration (especially mills) 
affect eel distribution in the catchment. 

To sample eels, we used fyke nets (Fig-
ure 2) given to us by Roger Grady (Fig-
ure 3), a retired Norfolk eel catcher who 
has taught us so much about eels and 
eel catching over the last few years. Our 
sampling approach is to set fyke nets 
in a tight string across any given pond 
or lake to effectively cut it in half, thus 
intercepting the movement of feeding 
eels. The fykes are set in early evening 
and pulled in the next morning so they 
fish overnight when eels are most ac-
tive. Over the last two summers we have 
sampled some 28 Glaven sites ranging 
from tiny headwater ponds, larger lakes 
(on and off-line) and coastal ditches. We 
also plan to go out and survey more sites 
next year so our findings thus far are 
preliminary. 

We have made some interesting dis-
coveries. Eels were widely distributed 
and were caught in some 22 of the 28 
sampled sites and as expected (consis-
tent with previous eel research) larger 
(female) eels were captured higher up in 
the river system. Nonetheless, consistent 
with the major decline of eel populations 
over the last 20-30 years, eel catches 
were generally low and it was rare to find 
more than one eel (on average) in each 
fyke net catching end. A very informative 
finding was that, on average, eel num-
bers per fyke end were higher in the up-
per reaches of the river than lower down 
(Figure 4). Thus, despite many barriers 
to migration (mills, sluices etc.), it seems 
that, to a large extent, eels are able to ac-
cess all areas of the catchment. Indeed, 
they were found in all but the remot-
est of locations in places that even we 
were surprised about (Figure 5). But one 
question now looms – can upper Glaven 
eels get back out to the sea to spawn? 
Are they imprisoned by pipes and sluic-
es that they can tackle as elvers, but not 
as adults? We hope to investigate this 
next year* by linking closely with Adam 
Piper (IoZ), who is tracking eel move-
ment throughout the River Glaven and 
River Stiffkey systems.

* this survey was conducted in summer 
2016.

Figure 3 (upper). Roger Grady 
(right) a great Norfolk eel catcher, 
who has taught us so much

Figure 4 (middle). Some lovely eels 
caught in a remote Glaven valley 
pond

Figure 5 (lower). A remote eel-con-
taining upper Glaven stillwater 
All photos: Carl Sayer)
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Eels in a Spring-fed Mid-Glaven Pond

In the summer of 2016 Carl Sayer 
and team surveyed many ponds in 
the Glaven catchment for the pres-

ence of eels, while others focussed on 
the river itself. The techniques differ, 
fyke netting for the ponds, and electro-
fishing in selected parts of the river.  
Many ponds in the upper reaches of 
the catchment  arose from an excava-
tion for marl. Others may be fed by a 
spring activity, and we can speculate 
on how far the water  ‘re-charge’ mech-
anisms  might influence the wildlife 
supported by the pond. The pond sur-
vey work continues through 2017, and 
the results and conclusions drawn will 
be reported in due course by the UCL 
team and others.  In that context we 
describe a mid-Glaven pond that has 
a history of strong spring activity and 
was surveyed in July 2016, and again 
recently.

The equipment used was an inflat-
able dinghy, the fyke netting which 
comes in sections to get the desired 
length, and a V-shaped container with 
steep, smooth sides, closed at one end 
to contain the eel. The eel is finger-
touched to stretch to its full length 
at the bottom of the container, head 
at closed end, and an instant juxta-
position with a rule to measure the 
length. The eel is then returned to the 
pond with minimum handling, which 
suits both parties. This July 2016 vis-
it, shown in the photographs, gave an 
over-night catch of nine eels, a high 
number for such a survey. A return 
visit at end September 2017, this time 
as part of a wider field study with some 
20 UCL students, saw a catch of four 
eels. The lengths were 49, 40, 35.5 and 
31cm. Again a good catch when com-
ing into the season of less movement, 
and settling down for the winter.

Top: the UCL team and equipment, 
with Carl Sayer centre stage; July 
2016.

Middle and bottom: Ian Pad-
more pulling in the catch which 
amounted to nine eels.
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Glandford Mill Elver Report
We started operating the trap earlier 
this year on 4th April 2017 (May in 
2016 and June in 2015) but it re-
mained empty until 22/5/17 when we 
caught our first eel. There had been 
heavy rain the day before. The Eel was 
over 121mm so fell into the category 
of a brown eel rather than an elver, 
the size indicates that it probably en-
tered  in the river  last summer and 
remained downstream of the Mill,  the 
rise in the water level persuaded it to 
continue the migrate upstream. We 
caught a few more brown eels in May 
and early June but the elvers did not 
arrive until 18 June 2017 when we 
had our first three in the trap. They 
were all quite big at about 80mm. 
Numbers continued to tick up in ones 
and twos until 8th August. Since then 
the trap has been empty. 

Overall numbers using the elver 
trap are down on 2015 (see photo on 
a good day, 4th July) but better than 
2016. The run also started several 
weeks earlier than previous years. 
The total catch for the season was 46 
Elvers (81-120mm) and 7 Brown Eels 
(121mm upwards) so a total of 53. We 
suspect that the main run of eels fol-
low the fish ladder in the other culvert 
under the Mill which has a proper set 
of elver brushes beside the main river 
current. Unfortunately we do not have 

The pond is some 30m long and 
13m wide; and 28m from a drainage 
ditch, and a further 45m from the riv-
er. It is shallow at one end and deep 
at the other. The area in the deep end 
where the spring enters is evidenced 
in a spell of cold weather with ice on 
the pond. It is the last place to freeze 
and the first to thaw. It is located in 
the ‘home’ meadow of a farmstead 
going many centuries, and has been 
used as a source of water for domestic 
supply as well as livestock.

Around 1910 the then owner of the 
farm built a Swiss-style chalet house 
on the top of a nearby hill, influenced 
by a visit to that country. He retained 
the right to draw water from the pond. 
There was a pipeline from the pond to 
an outbuilding of the farm, and from 
there pump the water to the house 
on the hill. The farmhouse and out-
buildings are all private dwellings, the 
farming operation being discontin-
ued in 1976. This right to draw water 
from the pond remained in the deeds 
for the farmhouse until 1992. When 
a swimming pool was built in what 
became the garden adjacent to where 
the pump base remained it revealed 
two things. Firstly, at two opposite 
corners of the excavation the digger 
had to cut into what were two sepa-
rate huge pieces of pure chalk; an-
other reminder of the glacial geology 
of 12,000 years ago. Secondly, a cast 
iron pipe some 2 inches in diameter 
aligned in the direction of the house. 
The spring activity was sufficient in 
that time to meet the demands of the 
new house. With current levels of wa-
ter usage and abstraction from our 
aquifers that would not be the case 
today. 
 
 Dr Ian Shepherd                  

a method of capturing and recording 
those using this route. However our 
records from the trap do give us an 
idea of the time the elvers arrive in the 
River Glaven.   

The trap was checked 237 times 
during the season, twice a day dur-
ing the peak period. This showed that 
elvers were captured both in the early 
morning and in the evening, Elver pre-
fer to travel in darkness, so I suspect 
that as the entry pipe is dark where 
it runs under the mill, the movement 
continues regardless of the time of 
day.  

May I thank Robin Combe and Hen-
ry Crawley for checking the trap when 
I was away on holiday. I have a full 
spread sheet showing records for the 
last three years if anybody is interest-
ed, I can send out by email.   
  
  Willie Brownlow

Footnote: The RGCG are grateful to 
Willie for the daily checking of the 
elver trap, the measurement of the 
catch, and return upstream; and the 
meticulous recording. For more de-
tails on the trap and elver movements 
see the Autumn 2015 Newsletter, pag-
es 2 and 3. If not retained, then you 
can see it by visiting our web site and 
clicking on Newsletters. They go back 
from the most recent to 2004.

Footnote: Carl Sayer says: Eels 
are beguiling and fascinating 
creatures that urgently need 
our help. If you have any sto-
ries or information about eels in 
the Glaven catchment past and 
present we would love to hear 
from you (c.sayer@ucl.ac.uk). 


