
 

 

 

2020 SPRING NEWSLETTER 
 

 

I had hoped this would be an Early Season Newsletter. But it will have to be a Spring 

Newsletter. I had delayed compiling it as I wanted to include some definitive news on the 

resumption of fishing. At the time of writing (28 April), there is no definitive news, but there 

is a sense that we might be about to see some changes. The Prime Minister was talking at his 

lectern in Downing Street yesterday about moving to the second phase of the government’s 

response to the coronavirus epidemic. Most of the lines on the grim Covid-19 graphs seem to 

be moving in the right direction at last. Government is busy talking to a whole range of 

organisations about a phased resumption of activity. The weather seems to be changing too, 

with the first serious rain for about a month falling as I write. 

 

Fishing 

We all want to know when we can start fishing. The position today remains as set out in my 

circular to all members on 23 March, just as we were entering the lockdown. The guidance 

from the national fishing organisation, the Angling Trust, and the regulator, the Environment 

Agency (EA), is still the same: Don’t Go Fishing. While it is difficult to conceive of a lower risk 

activity in terms of catching or spreading coronavirus than fishing on your own on a 

riverbank, the reason for the guidance being in place is that for most fishing would involve 

leaving home for an inessential reason.  

 

The Angling Trust has written to the government, suggesting a phased approach to the 

resumption of angling. The first phase would involve designating fishing as a permitted 

activity now, even whilst the current travel restrictions are in place, as long as certain sensible 

precautions are taken. The Angling Trust point out that fishing has been a permitted activity 

in a number of European countries, including Denmark, the Netherlands and Hungary, 

throughout the coronavirus epidemic, with many health and economic benefits and no 

increased risks. You can read the Angling Trust’s proposal on their website. You will probably 

not agree with all the detail, but the national angling organisation engaging with the 

government is the only realistic way in which fishing is going to be added to the list of 

permitted activities before any more general easing of the current restrictions. 

 

Although the government is clearly preparing for a phased return to normality, I am pretty 

certain that no dates have yet been inked in for any easing of the current restrictions. The 

Prime Minister has indicated there will be some details about the planned easing of the 

lockdown emerging over the coming days. My best guess for a resumption of fishing in some 

form is mid-May, with perhaps an announcement of the date as soon as 8 May. But I fear that 

might be at the optimistic end of the spectrum. 

 

River management 

Fisheries will want to be open for business as soon as possible. Keepers have been busy up 

and down the Test and Itchen, although there have been some restrictions on their activities. 

I am only aware of one keeper being furloughed, but there might be others. A month ago, very 



high river levels made significant stretches of both rivers inaccessible, but after the just ended 

month of pretty continuous sunshine the rivers are generally back within their banks.  

 

Weed growth has been patchy. Growth has been strong in some places, with some keepers 

doing some cutting in April, but generally weed growth has not really got going. I understand 

there are similarities in terms of sporadic and patchy weed growth to the situation after the 

last winter of very heavy rainfall (2013-2014). 

 

We are not at this stage planning to make any changes to the 2020 weed cut dates on the Test 

and the Itchen, but we will keep the position under review. If, for example, the planned 

resumption of fishing coincides with or shortly precedes the June weed cuts, there might be a 

case for bringing the June weed cuts forward. But we are not going to risk confusion by 

announcing now contingency plans for a situation that might not materialise.  

 

There are, anyway, a large number of moving parts in the coordination of the weed cut 

periods, particularly on the Test, which would make changing the dates difficult. The EA have 

not suggested they are contemplating any changes on the Test or Itchen, with the weed boom 

on the Test at Timsbury, above Romsey, expected to operate as usual on the planned dates 

this summer. But I am not taking anything for granted – I understand the EA have suspended 

their operation of the two weed booms in Salisbury, requiring all keepers in the Avon 

catchment above Salisbury to remove cut weed from the river at the point where it is cut. 

 

One unwelcome problem that has kept keepers busy has been poaching. Some of this has been 

a case of bored kids looking for something to do, but there has also been a lot of poaching by 

aggressive groups of men. Some of them are no doubt also responsible for a spike in break-

ins and burglaries at rural properties, including a number of keeper’s stores.  There is an 

effective keepers’ WhatsApp group that allows the keeper community to share information 

and literally ride to the help of colleagues when required. The police and EA have also been 

active and made a number of arrests but they have been unable to respond to every incident. 

If you would like to be included in the WhatsApp group please let me know and I will pass 

on your details to the group’s coordinator. 

 

River levels 

It seems extraordinary to think that the EA issued Southern Water with a River Test Drought 

Permit last September. The heavens opened shortly afterwards and the Permit did not need 

to be used. With the heavy rainfall we had from late September through to one month ago, 

river levels responded and were all above normal, exceptionally so in places in early March, 

with flood defences going up around Romsey and elsewhere in the Test valley. More 

importantly for flows this summer, groundwater levels also responded and were generally 

tracking well above normal for the time of year in March and into April. Unless there were 

truly exceptional circumstances, the EA were not anticipating the need for any Drought 

Permits this year. But the weather does seem to be lurching from one extreme to another with 

the exceptionally dry and warm month we have just had. 

 

 

 



 
 

 

Nature 

Notwithstanding the ups and downs of our climate, and oblivious to the crisis embracing the 

human world, nature has been following its annual rhythm. I have only been able to make a 

couple of essential trips to the river bank to complete some survey work, but I have seen for 

myself some of the big Hawthorn hatches keepers have reported. There were also apparently 

some good Grannom hatches on parts of the Test. The fly-life has prompted a smattering of 

fish to start rising. So we will hopefully find the chalkstreams as we would expect them to be 

when we return with our fishing rods in hand. That said, nutrient enrichment exacerbated by 

all the sunshine we have had, has caused algal growth to make an unwelcome early 

appearance in places. 

 

Like most of you, my personal observations have been confined largely to places I can walk 

to from home. The Bluebells in the beech woods near me have been spectacular for the last 

couple of weeks, with the carpets of blue flowers set off by patches of white Wood Anemones 

and Stitchwort and yellow Lesser Celandine. With the beech trees just coming into leaf, the 

scene has been almost – but only almost! – as picture perfect as a chalkstream at this time of 

year. 

 

On my walks, I also discovered that I have a real, genuine chalkstream a shortish stroll away. 

For pretty much all of the 20 plus years I have lived in this part of Hampshire between the 

Test and Itchen valleys, the Pillhill Brook has not been much more than a muddy ditch near 

its ephemeral source at Ampfield. But earlier this month it bore more than a passing 

resemblance to a chalkstream headwater, with crystal clear water gushing merrily between 

its banks. An unexpected and uplifting sight and another indication of just how wet the 

previous 6 months have been. 



 

Another unusual sight when I was last working in the office in Kimbridge was what looked 

like and was behaving like an Osprey. But no, I thought, it couldn’t be an Osprey in 

Kimbridge, even if I couldn’t think of any other plausible candidates. Whist standing in one 

of those interminable queues outside a supermarket in Romsey a couple of days ago I 

overheard a conversation between two keen local ornithologists about their sightings of a pair 

of Ospreys in the Fishlake Meadow Nature Reserve in the Test valley just above Romsey. I 

gathered that Ospreys are indeed now occasional visitors to this part of the world with a 

nesting pair in the Poole area. Something new I have learnt. 

 

Like everybody else, I think I have had more of an opportunity to watch Spring unfold around 

me, particularly in the garden. I have spent probably too much time observing the pair of 

Little Owls that have taken up residence in the old Ash tree above the log pile where a family 

of Stoats can often be seen playing. The first Swallows appeared a week ago. A Mistle Thrush 

has taken up residence, the first I have seen here for a number of years. Mad March Hares are 

everywhere, dashing about. 

 

Planning Issues  

At a time when good news is in rather short supply, two developments which are indisputably 

good news for anybody concerned about the future of the Hampshire chalkstreams. Some 

time ago now, in February, a company called Wheelabrator announced they were abandoning 

their plans to build a colossal waste-to-energy facility on a greenfield site near Barton Stacey, 

close to the confluence of the Upper Test and Dever. More recently, earlier this month, a 

Planning Inspector wrote to Eastleigh Borough Council to inform them that their strategic 

plan to build 6,000 new houses near Bishopstoke on the Lower Itchen was unsound and 

needed to be changed. Eastleigh Borough Council appear to be reluctant to accept the 

Inspector’s verdict and the threat has not completely disappeared. But this was a big step in 

the right direction. 

 

The Association had objected to both these proposals on the basis of the damage they risked 

doing to the Test/Dever and Itchen respectively. The main credit for these outcomes goes to 

the energetic, well-organised local campaign groups that marshalled the arguments and 

opposition. But it is heartening to know that the hours spent ploughing my way through and 

responding to the voluminous documentation underpinning major planning proposals does 

sometimes bear fruit. Inspectors do appear to listen to well-made arguments and common 

sense does sometimes prevail. 

 

Association business 

Like every other organisation, the Association has had to make a number of changes to the 

way it goes about its business. We had to cancel the Spring meeting we had planned at 

Sparsholt at the end of March. The Annual General Meeting planned for the same day went 

ahead in a very limited, virtual format, but the essential business was done. Thank you to 

those of you who gave me your proxy votes to allow proper procedure to be followed. The 

Board’s Strategy meeting scheduled for March became a paper exercise. 

 

Also in March, Vicky Reed joined the Board. Vicky is a joint riparian owner at Yavington on 

the Upper Itchen, where her family have fished for more than 50 years. She brings to the Board 



a wealth of knowledge and experience which she is keen to deploy in support of the 

Association’s continuing efforts to address many of the issues adversely impacting the Upper 

Itchen. 

 

The Association’s Kimbridge Office has been closed since the beginning of the lockdown. 

Ingrid and I are working from home, with very occasional forays to the office to pick up mail 

and retrieve vital documents from our paper files. The usual round of face-to-face meetings 

has been partly replaced by phone calls and virtual meetings, but there are some projects I 

was keen to pursue that have had to be put on hold for a while. I should also mention that the 

Outlook account through which I send and receive emails started misbehaving three weeks 

ago. I have put in place some work arounds but I am finding it more difficult than hitherto to 

keep track of email correspondence. I am fairly confident that I have now seen all the emails 

that were sent to me in the week in early April when I had no access to my account. But if you 

have not received a reply to an email you were expecting, please call me (07393195175). 

 

Hopefully, we will all have at least partly emerged from this grim lockdown in a few weeks 

time and some semblance of normal life can resume. In the meantime, I hope you and your 

family are well and finding useful ways to keep yourself happily occupied during this 

national confinement.   

 

 

Jeremy Legge, Executive Director            Farley Chamberlayne, 28 April 2020 

 

 

 


