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News from the Monnow Catchment — 2024 Season

The Weed Report

I e e ;
New HB Outbreak at Tafalog

In 2024 we worked, treating Himalayan balsam, on 34 separate days in July, August & September.
62 man days - 4 complete passes of catchment.

As a result of a chance conversation with a couple of farmers, a huge new outbreak was discovered 3
miles above Llanthony on the Honddu, which has now been blitzed several times.

Obviously some seeds have leaked down the river, partially re-infecting the catchment.

Contractors’ vehicles, silage and sheep movements can all carry seeds, potentially creating new
plantations. We have to remain vigilant to keep track of these and deal with them swiftly and
effectively.

We are making progress. Those that have fished our waters for long enough will remember what it
was like trying to batter your way through a "bamboo jungle" to reach the river.

Sixty-two Giant Hogweed plants were discovered on the Dore between Dorstone and Vowchurch in
April, with a further 19 plants lower down the Dore in July. All of these were young plants and were
sprayed with Roundup. We have so far dodged a bullet with this pernicious weed but we will need to
redouble our efforts to attempt to ensure it doesn’t spread to the main Monnow.

Clean Catchments don’t Come Cheap!
Our Going Native INNS project total spend (2009-2024) has now exceeded £200,000



Mink

During the early years of the peace process in Northern Ireland, speaking about the IRA, Gerry
Adams said: “They haven’t gone away, you know”

The same applies to the American mink that have plagued our waterways for many decades.

On the Monnow catchment, I haven’t trapped a mink for the last 2 years. As a layman, I’ve always
postulated that the return of the otter has had an unquantifiable effect on the mink.....the otter is
bigger, stronger and outcompetes the mink and is now back at the top of the predatory tree on rivers
and lakes. This must have affected the numbers of mink as both species seek similar prey such as fish,
crayfish, frogs, eggs, birds and small mammals. Otters particularly like invasive American signal
crayfish, as evidenced by the bits of bone and claws in the otter scat - a real result for our endangered
native crayfish - sadly the mink has a great penchant for birds and small mammals like water voles.

However, | can confirm that the mink haven’t gone away, you know. On 10th November, I finally trapped
an active female mink on the main Monnow at Kentchurch.

It is said that the female of the species is the deadliest; this certainly applies to mink. Due to the
female’s smaller size, they can clean out a whole colony of water voles and they even search through
kingfisher burrows in sandy banks, killing as they go.

What’s the conclusion? We cannot afford to let the mink keep a foothold anywhere on the Monnow
catchment so this means continued vigilance.

New volunteers to monitor the rivers and streams in the catchment are always welcome, so please
contact me if you are prepared to check a raft in your locality every week for signs of mink.

Nick Longman (mrnick922@gmail.com)
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What is The Wye & Usk Foundation Doing in our Catchment?

WUF has been electrofishing the Monnow since 2016. In recent years we have seen a pronounced and
worrying fall in trout catches and in 2024, to try and determine if this was a catchment-wide effect,
we doubled the number of sites and included more tributaries and this confirmed that indeed there is a
problem throughout the catchment.

Average catch of trout by site in the
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6
4
: IIII

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

Note that we only found trout fry in the
Upper Dore and Honddu in 2024.

% of sites recording no trout fry
100%
90%
80%

70%

60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0 i

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

X

The salmon situation is also dire. After the fish pass was constructed at Osbaston a clear pattern was
developing, in that when flows allowed them to find it the run was increasing. However, it is apparent
that they are not finding the pass every year.

This is in stark contrast to what we have found across the upper reaches of the Wye and Usk, where
2024 saw some spectacular results with numbers bouncing back to levels not seen since the 1990’s.

We have been working with EDF and they are going to build a new fish pass at Osbaston as part
mitigating for the impact of Hinkley Point. It is being built to our concept design, which is to take
water off the river 100m above the weir on the true right hand bank, so that it discharges at the base of
the weir, meaning all fish should find it. Most downstream migration will still be via the old fish pass
and the fish friendly hydro.



We are also working in a novel way to solve the flooding and soil loss that is so badly impacting the
fish populations. We have been successful in securing funding from EA to take the learning from our
work in the Dulas and upper Usk and thereby create an investable market for all the people being
impacted by the floods (and also droughts).

The increasing frequency of floods affecting the catchment are a function of increasing rainfall
(climate change) and soil being managed in a way that the rainfall does not sink into the ground to
emerge as cool clear water later, but rather rushes over the top eroding the soil as can be shown in the
recent flooding at Pandy.

All the soils above Pandy (and at the top
of the Olchon) are the highly permeable

+ brown earths. With natural infiltration

. rates of 20-40mm/hr (peak rainfall of Bert
was 11mm/hr).

Under current agricultural practices we
have found in the upper Usk that 59% of
the soils are seriously compacted with
infiltration often less than 2mm/hr.

The soils to the east are less permeable
but can still take 20mm/hr in most
situations. These are also seriously
impacted.

- Landowners are farming legally and only
. responding to the regulatory and
economic frame work that they operate
within. We are working to change that
| framework by creating a market that
rewards farmers who let the water sink
into their soils. We are doing the same on
the Usk, and the 2 projects are working
closely together.

Recent Flooding at Pandy during Storm Bert

Notice how much soil is in the water. This shows it has run off the land, rather than through the soil.

We are planning to have both markets in place by Sept 2025. This will deliver system change and help
protect the Monnow (and the people currently being flooded all too frequently) against the effects of
climate change. The market will ensure that floods are reduced, base flows are boosted, the river
flows cool and clean, the rural economy and river ecology thrives and the effects of climate change
are mitigated rather than exacerbated.

It will ensure that as far as the river and the ecology is concerned that no matter how hard the rain, it
will sink into the soil and ensure that we have the conditions on the Monnow that have allowed the
fish populations in the Upper Usk to thrive in 2024.

If you want to help us do this:
WUF needs more donations as we have spent almost all our reserves to develop these markets.

These markets need data, if you want to help collect, especially turbidity and ammonia readings as a
citizen scientist please get in touch.

If we don’t look, we don’t understand, and if we don’t understand we can’t deliver the change we
need.

Thank you all for your support. Simon Evans. CEO Wye & Usk Foundation



Water Quality Issues Simply Explained by The Rivers Trust

The State of our Rivers in 2022 — Ecological Status: (Agencies only measure every three years)
Monnow — Good Dore, Dulas & Worm — Moderate Honddu, Olchon & Escley — Poor

Nutrients

Today, farming and the water sector are causing significant river pollution. And these sectors both
contribute to a real challenge for our rivers - too many nutrients. Nitrate and phosphate in rivers and
lakes disrupt the natural ecology and result in suffocating algal blooms. It's a huge challenge to river
health and one that is exacerbated by climate extremes and higher temperatures.

Treated sewage ‘effluent’, which has been through a sewage treatment works or domestic septic tank
system, frequently still contains high levels of nutrients and pathogens and discharges continuously
into our rivers, which has a significant impact on river health as well as posing a risk to human health.

In the UK, the systems which drain rain from our streets and take sewage from our houses are often
combined. During periods of heavy rain, these systems can get overloaded. To prevent sewage
backing up into our homes, water companies are permitted to overspill untreated sewage into rivers
during extreme rainfall events.

Local Sewage Outfalls Overspilled in 2022:
Longtown: 10 times for total of 69.5 hours
Pandy: 52 times for total of 580.5 hours
Pontrilas: 65 times for total of 585.75 hours

Agriculture needs nutrients to grow our food. However, if too many are applied (either from fertiliser
or manure), then what the crops cannot use gets washed off the fields into our rivers and groundwater.
As fertilisers are expensive, many farmers will use as little as possible, however, unless their use is
targeted and timed precisely, they will end up in rivers. Manure from animals can also be an issue.
Where animals are part of a mixed farming system the manure can be used by crops and improve soil
health, they can be part of a healthy circular economy. However, large numbers of animals can create
too much manure for the crops to use and the additional nutrients are washed off the soil.

Sediment

Sediment, from soil erosion or decomposing plants and animals, can be a very visible pollutant. In our
water, sediments can make our rivers look murky — but there’s far more at stake than aesthetics.
Cloudiness can prevent animals from finding food or ideal habitat, can stop aquatic plants from
getting enough sunlight to be able to grow properly (if at all) and deposited sediment can smother fish
spawning grounds and the insects they feed on.




Water Quality Monitoring for The Garway Fly Fishing Club and The Angling Trust

Comparisons of the average over 2 years of water quality testing at Waterloo Bridge, Kentchurch:

Temperature ~ Phosphate  Nitrate Ammonia Electrical Conductivity

2023 13.30C 0.153 2 0.00 0.431
2024 13.27C 0.167 2 0.04 0.356
Temperature

This fluctuates, depending on time of the year, between 7C to 18C. 20C for any period of time in
open water may result in oxygen depletion, which will affect our native brown trout. However, there
is a lot of tree shade and a 12 meter fall between the top of Railway beat and Part-y-Seal and the
relatively flat river bed keeps the river moving, which is particularly important for spawning and
growth. The optimum temperature for spawning is in the region of 12C which usually occurs in
October and November. Our trout can spawn as late as January.

The other important factor is low water oxygen in high summer, which can, in conjunction with
pollution, give rise to toxic bloom. This year, apart from in a few very slow moving backwaters, there
have been no major reports of algae bloom on the river.

Phosphate

The standards under the Water Framework Directive (WFD) are site-specific and levels depend not
only on direct pollution but on altitude and alkalinity of the site. Good ecological status (close to
natural) for rivers falls in the range of 0.077 - 0.306 ppm of orthophosphate (PO4/3-). The testing
colorimeter has an accuracy of + or - 0.04ppm therefore the river is within the standard.

Nitrate

The test strip measures the sum of both nitrate nitrogen and nitrite nitrogen present in the sample.
There are no ecological status standards for Nitrogen in rivers. The Environment Agency’s approach
is to focus on Phosphate and resulting eutrophication. Natural levels of nitrate in fresh water are
generally below 5ppm. Our readings of 2ppm have never varied and if they should rise we have a
base figure from which to investigate.

Ammonia

The WFD standards are site specific and depend on altitude and alkalinity, broadly a range of 0.3 to
0.6 ppm as measured by the Ammonia Colorimeter. Readings in 2023 do not necessarily mean there
is no ammonia as there isa +or-5% accuracy, in fact 2024 levels during the latter half of the year
show a very slight rise but of no statistical significance and should not increase next year when the
works on the Pontrilas Sewage upgrade are completed.

Electrical Conductivity

This indicates if pollution has entered the river but not the nature of that pollution. The levels can be
altered by: salt run off; chloride and phosphate from household products; any farming or other activity
that adds inorganic chemicals. There is a higher level in June and July at low water and also is to be
expected after the recent floods. The recent high level after the floods has on retesting dropped back
to the average. Overall the levels are slightly improved in 2024 over 2023.

Another river health indicator is aquatic insect life both in the river bed and in the silt - the
populations of insects/invertebrates as trout food are good, with some large hatches in the latter part of
the season. The river bank bird population is healthy - in particular I’ve seen plenty of kingfishers.

In conclusion, the river is presently in a good condition and stable.

Roger Morrow. 27/11/24

Osbaston Fish Pass

Natural Resources Wales report:

“A very disappointing season, with NO salmon recorded using the pass up until 15/11.

Trout numbers are also low with a net upstream count of 30 fish, between 30 and 55cm. These were
recorded in July and October.

It does look like invertebrate fouling on the plates has affected efficiency, so the trout numbers are
undoubtedly an undercount but the fouling was cleared in October suggesting that the lack of salmon
is real as salmon traditionally run in October and November.”



Signal Crayfish

While we have known that there were invasive American signal crayfish present in various tributaries
of the Monnow for some time, 2024 was the first season where they were spotted in the main stem,
albeit in seemingly small numbers.

With this turn of events, the MRA have been looking into effective controls, licensing to trap/survey,
and speaking to experts in the field and authoritative bodies with the aim of getting a management
plan in place for spring 2025.

This process has thrown up some interesting and frustrating problems but also some reassurances, in
no small part due to the previous work of the MRA and the geographical situation and attributes of the
Monnow.

The issues with signal crayfish are well known, but to recap: they are extremely predatory and
decimate invertebrate species; they carry ‘Crayfish Plague’ which kills native white-clawed crayfish;
signal crayfish burrow extensively, causing heightened bankside erosion and siltation; they feed on
fish eggs and fry (not so bad for trout who spawn in the winter when the crayfish are all but dormant
but terrible for grayling and coarse species who spawn in spring); to cap it all, signal crayfish breed
explosively, overrunning systems very quickly.

Traditional trapping (using commercial crayfish traps) itself is now seen as counterproductive in
reducing signal crayfish populations and can perversely cause a population explosion. Standard
crayfish traps target adult ‘plate sized’ individuals while excluding the younger year classes. In
addition, the larger trapped adults will scare away smaller crayfish from the traps, skewing the catch
towards disproportionately larger year classes.

Signal crayfish are not only extremely cannibalistic but are also able to breed from a very small size
(circa 12mm carapace length) meaning that by removing the most cannibalistic size the rest of the
population are left to breed like the proverbial - resulting in a population explosion.

There are a number of methods that are being
tested across the UK to make trapping
effective in population control, and we are
hoping that the Monnow could be used as a
test bed for a project in 2025 and onwards.
Much of this revolves around the use of
Artificial Refuge Traps (ARTS) in conjunction
with more traditional traps.

ARTSs are a system of open ended tubes of
varying sizes laid on the river bed offering
refuge to crayfish. They do not favour a
particular size as smaller crayfish will use the
smaller tubes and be safe from the
cannibalistic advances of the larger specimens.
Better still they do not need emptying every 24 B
hours as they are not strictly speaking a trap — Typical Artificial Refuge Trap
the crayfish can escape at any time.

One interesting method that is being tested at the moment is to castrate trapped adult males and re-
release them to continue doing their best Hannibal Lector impressions, just less well endowed. It has
shown promise!

The MRA has discussed blended methods of trapping in detail with Dr Nicky Green and staff at
Worcester University who think the concept has merit. These will, we hope, be explained in detail in a
future report.

Probably the biggest issue we have come across initially is (unbelievably) the recorded presence of
native white claws throughout the catchment. Due to this any trapping must be conducted under the
supervision of a licensed crayfish expert. We are fortunate again that through a bit of out of the box
thinking and the imagination of Dr Nicky Green we have a solution in the works that will not hinder
progress or rack up untold expenses and keep to the ethos of the MRA.



With the involvement of NRW and EA and potentially using this as a basis for a study it gives better
credence to securing a licence. Another issue is bureaucracy — for much of its length the river forms
the border between Wales and England so Natural Resources Wales and the Environment Agency are
both licensing authorities... just to pleasantly complicate matters. However, due to the native white-
claw ark site on one of our tributaries there is a vested interest from NRW.

There are some real positives - the MRA has an almost unique situation in that we have permissive
access to an entire catchment for environmental control. Furthermore, the MRA still has an engaged
and solid volunteer base. This will need to be expanded and utilised heavily in any ongoing work as it
was with Himalayan balsam control. The importance of these historical advantages cannot be under
played, they make life much easier!

Another opportunity (and one picked up by the experts we have approached) is that with the weir at
Monmouth the system could be closed IF the invasive population is managed, potentially with the use
of ART systems as a passive barricade. There are methods being explored at the moment across the
country showing positive results. The methodology is fascinating for me but unbelievably boring in
real life!

Remalns of Amerlcan (red claed) Slqnal Cravflsh Main Stem onnow 2024

We have to remember that the sad reality of the situation is NOT to eradicate the signal crayfish
population with the aim of reintroducing white-clawed crayfish; this would be nearly impossible using
current methods available to us. Rather we should be very clear that the aim is to limit and mitigate
the potential damage to invertebrate species, fish stocks and the environment that could be caused by
an exploding signal population. The whole community involved in Invasive Non Native Species
control is eagerly waiting for the science to progress enough to bring in effective Genetic Biocontrol
methods, where great progress is being made.

StJohn Milinczuk



A Colourful Campsite at the Monnow Social in May 2024

& A \ .
s a Happy Place for Juveniles!

The Monnow i




2023-2024 Accounts

ACCOUNTS
for the year: 1 July 2023 - 30 June 2024

INCOME & EXPENDITURE ACCOUNT

INCOME

Subscriptions

Sponsorship

Owner Donations
"Unrestricted" Grants/Donations

Fundraising
Social 2024
Auction 2024

Total Fundraising

TOTAL INCOME

LESS: EXPENSES

Admin

Marketing & Comms

Event Costs (inc Social)

Materials & Equip't

Membership & Licenses (insurance)
Website

Bank Charges

Independent Project Works
Going Native (to date £200,240)

Net surplus for the year

BALANCE SHEET
at 30 June 2024

Current assets

Bank deposit account
Bank current account
Net current assets

Represented by:
General Fund
At 1st July
Surplus for year
At 30 June

We are always glad to receive offers of lots to sell in our spring fund-raising auction. It’s amazing what sells and the funds
raised are really vital in enabling us to continue to keep the catchment free of mink and invasive weeds, so use your

imagination and think of something you (& your friends!) could donate to our cause.

Please get in touch at info@monnow.org

2023/24
£ £
560
20
2,100
0
5,913.00
4,657.07
10,570
__ 13250
0.00
0.00
2,513.29
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
2,513
8,708
8,708
2,028
2023/24
5
17,686
17,691
15,663
2,028
17,691

Donations can be made directly to our bank. ~ Monnow Rivers Association  Sort Code: 30-00-03  Account: 02433069

Back issues the Monnow Monitor or Newsletter (2010 to 2023) can be found at www.monnow.org/newsletters/
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