
 

 

2020 End of Season Newsletter 

 

The end of the fishing season seems eerily reminiscent of the beginning of it in April. 

Grey skies, waterlogged fields and the prospect of weeks of lockdown as the pandemic 

surges around us. This Newsletter is an opportunity to update you all on some of the 

things that have happened in the sunnier intervening months. I will end it with some 

Reasons to be Cheerful! 

 

The fishing 

We will shortly be asking owners and keepers for their reports on the season for 

inclusion in the Association’s Annual Rivers Report for 2020, which we hope to 

publish and distribute early in the new year. From what I have heard and read, and 

from my own occasional forays, the 2020 season was much like my History teacher 

used to describe my work in my school reports – like the Curate’s Egg, good in parts. 

We were unable to take advantage of some good Hawthorn and early season Olive 

hatches, as fishing was not initially one of the permitted activities. After some effective 

lobbying by the national fishing organisation, the Angling Trust, fishing resumed on 

13 May. This was a happy coincidence with the first appearance of the Mayfly, but the 

Mayfly never really got going, with most fisheries reporting at best spasmodic 

hatches. I was, however, lucky enough to have an unforgettable day in late May 

fishing for some beautiful wild brown trout on the Tichbourne, an Itchen headwater. 

Subsequently, some very hot and muggy spells of weather were more conducive to 

sleeping off a good picnic under a shady tree than pursuing salmo trutta. “Nothing 

happening. Gave up”, was how I recorded for posterity in my Fishing Diary my visit 

to the Itchen at St Cross on 14 July. But some cooler, wetter weather, towards the end 

of the season improved the look of the rivers and provided some good fishing on 

Sedges and other late season flies.  

 

Let us not forget that back in May we were all mightily pleased to have the 

opportunity to go fishing. Fishing, like a number of other outdoor pursuits, enjoyed 

significantly increased levels of participation this summer. Sales of rod licences in the 

area covering the Hampshire chalkstreams were up 18% over last year. Day ticket 

fisheries seem to have benefited, with many of them full to capacity even on hot mid-

Summer days. Those fisheries most dependent on clients from overseas or overnight 

visitors typically did not have such a good time, as fishermen had to change or 

rearrange their plans.    

 

The Association 

As a membership organisation, the highlights of our year should include membership 

events. Unfortunately, if unavoidably, pandemic restrictions meant we had to cancel 

our Spring and Autumn meetings, as well as an Owners Lunch planned for June. The 

office in Kimbridge has, in effect, been closed since March. We were able to conduct 



the essential governance events of the Association, with a virtual AGM and Board 

meetings, but the Board and I are looking forward to returning to some semblance of 

normality next year. Fingers firmly crossed. 

 

Jim Glasspool 

Sadly, we lost somebody in 

2020 who has been 

absolutely central to the 

running of the Association 

over the last 30 years. Jim 

Glasspool died in 

September. He had been 

Secretary of the Association 

for 20 years from 1991 and 

then served on the Board as 

a Director for almost 10 

years. His influence in 

fishing and environmental 

circles extended much further than the Test and Itchen: he was, for example, 

instrumental in setting up the Angling Trust and more recently the Wessex Rivers 

Trust. He was a hugely knowledgeable and staunch defender of the chalkstreams, 

always seeking consensus whilst standing up for what he knew was right. One 

consolation was that he did not have a long period of suffering, being able to fish on 

his beloved Itchen only a few days before he died. We will carry a full tribute to Jim 

in the 2020 Rivers Report. Jim’s family have kindly agreed to us naming our Keepers 

Bursary after him which we hope will be a lasting legacy to this great servant of the 

Association. 

 

The Rivers 

After heavy winter rain, April saw the rivers out of their banks in places. Keepers 

would have struggled to get some beats ready for fishing if this had been permitted at 

the time. As the summer progressed, and following two exceptionally hot and dry 

periods in May and July, river flows continued to be reasonable thanks to high 

groundwater levels in the chalk aquifer. This didn’t stop Southern Water starting the 

60-day process of applying for a Drought Permit on the Test in September, but a very 

wet October brought that process to an end. 

 

As was the case after the last winter (2013-14) of heavy rainfall, weed growth was very 

erratic. On parts of the Upper Test, as well as on some of its tributaries like the Dever, 

the Spring saw the most prolific weed growth that many owners and keepers could 

remember. On the Lower Test, there was barely any weed growth at all. Strong winter 

flows on the lower rivers moving the riverbed about and dislodging weed roots in the 

process was one of the more plausible theories as to why this was the case.  There was 

not such a discernible Upper and Lower river divide on the Itchen: some headwaters 



such as the Cheriton saw prolific weed growth but it was patchy on the main river 

above Winchester. 

 

The huge volumes of weed that 

needed to be cut on the Upper 

Test during the June weed cut 

raised fears that there might be 

significant problems 

downstream, but the wardens 

reported that the clear down went 

reasonably smoothly: relatively 

high river levels and strong flows 

will certainly have helped. The 

July and August weed cuts on the 

Upper Test were more 

manageable and below 

Stockbridge weed cutting did not 

amount to much more than a bit 

of tidying up. 

 

In September, the Board agreed to 

keep the same weed cut dates on 

the Test in 2021. On the Itchen 

they have been pushed back a 

day, to avoid weekend clear 

downs on the Upper river. The 

2021 weed cut dates are on the 

Association’s website (www.testanditchen.co.uk) for those who want to see them. We 

will be sending hard copies of the weed cut “Greens” to our members along with the 

Rivers Report early in 2021.  

 

It is easy to forget just how much ill-feeling and anger the weed cuts, particularly on 

the Test, used to generate. Years of adjustments to the dates and sector boundaries 

and close supervision from the wardens have led us to our current reasonably happy 

place. If you are looking for evidence of how difficult it could be, look no further than 

the Avon where the Environment Agency did not operate their weed booms in and 

around Salisbury this year, leading to a requirement for all riparian owners to remove 

weed from the river at the point where it was cut. We must sincerely hope that no 

such entirely avoidable nonsense is imposed on the Test. 

 

One unwelcome bi-product of the pandemic was a massive increase in the amount of 

poaching and trespassing, as well as associated rural crime and anti-social behaviour. 

At points where there is relatively easy access to the riverbank, such as at Chilbolton 

Common and Houghton on the Test, and Chilland and Compton on the Itchen, 

Weed cutting on The Dever – June 2020 

http://www.testanditchen.co.uk/


literally hundreds of people would be jumping in and out of the river, floating down 

it where they could in rubber rings and inner tubes, leaving behind squalid scenes 

reminiscent of the “day after the night before” at Glastonbury. Nobody minds a couple 

of kids trying to net some sticklebacks, but large groups of aggressive poachers 

spinning their way up the river hauling out all the fish they can, is heart-breaking for 

keepers and galling and often intimidating for fishermen who have paid for their day 

by the river. The police and EA enforcement officers did their best as individuals but 

they were overwhelmed. Even when the miscreants were caught, the fines imposed 

were risible and in no way a deterrent, typically amounting to about 20% of what 

somebody might pay for the right to enjoy a day’s fishing at the same place. The 

coincidence of the pandemic restrictions with unusually hot and sunny weather 

undoubtedly exacerbated the problem, but we must try and avoid a repeat next year.  

 

The Association produced guidance for our owner and keeper members on the law 

and its enforcement. But more resources for the police and the EA are what is most 

needed – there has been a modest increase in the number of police in the Hampshire 

Country Watch team which should help. We are looking to facilitate training for 

owners and keepers in handling and defusing potentially violent situations when 

laying on such training events becomes possible again. 

 

Life goes on 

As the summer progressed, we all became accustomed to trying to manage the 

business of project development and implementation and river management 

coordination by Zoom and other virtual meeting apps. The Test and Itchen Catchment 

Partnership held its quarterly meetings; the Watercress and Winterbournes Heritage 

Lottery Fund Project secured its funding and started recruiting staff; proposals to 

spend funds made available by Southern Water for environmental enhancement 

projects – following the abstraction licence agreement - were considered; planning for 

river restoration projects this winter went ahead. But it was a summer of stuttering 

rather than striding forward. 

 

One of the things I most missed was the opportunity to catch up and network with 

other members of the chalkstream community in the margins of meetings. There was 

definitely a danger of bunker mentality with some ideas being taken forward which 

might have benefited from the constructive criticism of stakeholders around a table in 

a meeting room. Natural England’s “nitrate trading” scheme whereby good farmland 

is taken out of production to justify building thousands of houses on greenfield sites 

is a case in point. 

 

The Association was able to complete some planned activities which could be done in 

isolation or small groups. We collected Spring and Autumn samples from the River 

Fly Census sites on the Test and Itchen – we will have an article on the results in the 

2020 Rivers Report. The wardens supervised the weed cuts on the Test. We did some 

survey work on the Itchen. Meetings were held with owners, keepers, MPs and others. 



We contributed financially to Salmon and Trout Conservation’s work scrutinising the 

activities of cress growers and salad leaf washers. But there was much that we wanted 

to do that pandemic restrictions prevented from happening. 

 

Reasons to be Cheerful 

I promised to finish with some reasons to be cheerful. 

 

2020 has been a good year for Test and Itchen salmon and sea trout. July saw a surge 

in the numbers of them entering the two rivers. October saw another surge, 

particularly on the Test: almost 1,000 salmon moved up the Test in October, more than 

in the whole of 2019. Salmon have been seen as far upstream on the Test as Wherwell 

and a dozen were caught in one week on one Middle Test fishery where they have 

rarely featured in Catch Returns in recent years. Overall, numbers are currently about 

double what they were at this time last year. They are still not approaching the counts 

of thousands that were typical five decades ago, but the increase is heartening. The 

same increase has been seen in many other rivers around the British Isles. Reduced 

coastal commercial fishing during the pandemic is one explanation. Whatever the 

reason, it is a welcome development. 

 

 
 

Another less tangible reason to be cheerful is the increased ministerial and 

parliamentary interest in the state of our chalkstreams. The Environment Minister, 

Rebecca Pow, is well-briefed and clearly persuaded of the need to do more to protect 

and conserve chalkstreams, our “rain forests” as it is now fashionable to call them. 

Charles Rangeley-Wilson has energetically taken on the Chairmanship of the 

Chalkstream Action Group, which can trace its roots back to concern over the 

disappearing Chiltern chalkstreams following decades of over-abstraction, but has 

now got a more national perspective. Sir Charles Walker MP has set up an All Party 

Parliamentary Group on Chalkstreams – we are talking to them about how we can 



best support and inform their work. There is a Private Members Bill looking to address 

the threat of inadequate investment in waste water infrastructure. The best thing that 

could emerge from all this interest and focus is far more ambitious environmental 

standards for our chalkstreams than those in the currently used Water Framework 

Directive – and the resources and political will to enforce them. 

 

And finally, as we prepare to enter four weeks of lockdown, don’t forget we can still 

fish. The Angling Trust are seeking clarity on what exactly can be done but fishing has 

not been prescribed in the way that golf and tennis have been. The Angling Trust 

website is the most authoritative source of advice on what you can and cannot do. Yes, 

the salmon and river trout seasons are over, but fishing for stillwater trout and river 

grayling is still available. Time to dust off your stillwater Montana flies and have 

another go at trying to master Czech nymphing.  

 

  

 

 Jeremy Legge, Executive Director     1 November 2020 

  


