
 

 

River Restoration of the Stretch of the River Evenlode 
Bounding the Mill Field at Charlbury, Oxfordshire 
 

Introduction  

The River Evenlode is a key feature of the landscape in Charlbury, Oxfordshire, providing 
ecological, aesthetic, and recreational value. Over time, sections of the river have been altered 
by human activity, leading to changes in flow dynamics, sediment transport, and habitat 
diversity. River restoration along the stretch bounding the Mill Field presents an opportunity to 
improve water quality, enhance biodiversity, and create a more resilient river system. This paper 
outlines a proposed river restoration project, focusing on leaving naturally fallen trees in the 
river to slow flow, encourage sediment deposition, and promote vegetation growth. 

Project Objectives The primary objectives of the river restoration project are: 

1. Improve Water Quality: By slowing the flow and encouraging sediment deposition, the 
project aims to reduce turbidity and improve water clarity. 

2. Enhance Biodiversity: The introduction of structural diversity through naturally fallen 
trees and increased vegetation will create varied habitats for aquatic and terrestrial 
species. 

3. Restore Natural Flow Dynamics: Slowing the flow and encouraging natural sediment 
deposition will help to restore more natural geomorphic processes. 

4. Increase Vegetation Coverage: Improved riparian vegetation will stabilize riverbanks, 
reduce erosion, and provide habitat for wildlife. 

5. Enhance Recreational Use: The restoration will improve conditions for canoeists by 
creating more interesting and varied river features. 

6. Promote Floodplain Reconnection: Reconnecting the river with its natural flood 
meadow will help restore important floodplain habitats and improve floodwater storage. 

  



 

Proposed Interventions 
1. Utilization of Naturally Fallen Trees Rather than artificially introducing large woody 

debris, this project will focus on retaining and incorporating naturally fallen trees into 
the river channel. This approach minimizes human intervention and maximizes 
ecological benefits by allowing natural processes to shape the river. The benefits of 
leaving fallen trees in the river include: 

o Flow Attenuation: Naturally fallen trees help slow down water flow, reducing 
peak flow velocities during high rainfall events. 

o Sediment Trapping: Slower flows around fallen trees promote the deposition of 
fine sediments, helping to clean the water and shallow the channel. 

o Habitat Creation: Fallen trees provide cover and shelter for fish, invertebrates, 
and other aquatic species. Their presence increases habitat complexity, 
benefiting a wide range of organisms. 

o Nutrient Cycling: Decomposing wood releases nutrients that support aquatic 
food webs and promote the growth of riparian vegetation. 

o Recreational Benefits: For canoeists, fallen trees create a more dynamic river 
environment with varied flow patterns, small rapids, and eddies, making the 
stretch more engaging to navigate. 

The approach will involve assessing and retaining suitable fallen trees while ensuring that they 
do not create significant blockages or safety hazards. Canoe passage will be carefully 
considered to balance ecological benefits with recreational use. 

2. Riparian Vegetation Enhancement Increasing vegetation along the riverbanks will 
provide several ecological and hydrological benefits: 

o Bank Stabilization: Deep-rooted plants help to stabilize the riverbanks, 
reducing erosion. 

o Improved Habitat: Vegetation along the banks provides habitat and food 
sources for birds, insects, and mammals. 

o Shading: Trees and shrubs offer shade, which helps regulate water temperature 
and improve conditions for fish, particularly species such as brown trout. 

o Aesthetic and Recreational Value: Enhanced vegetation will improve the visual 
appeal of the river corridor, benefiting walkers, birdwatchers, and canoeists. 

The project will involve planting native species of trees, shrubs, and water plants to improve 
biodiversity and ensure long-term stability. 

  



 

3. Reducing the Effects of Dredging and Over-Deepening Historical dredging and over-
deepening of the river channel have disrupted natural flow dynamics, increased flow 
velocities, and reduced the ecological value of the river. The restoration project will aim 
to reverse these impacts by: 

o Reprofiling the Channel: Where necessary, the channel will be reprofiled to 
create a more natural cross-section that promotes diverse flow patterns and 
habitat complexity. 

o Promoting Sediment Deposition: Encouraging sediment deposition through 
the retention of naturally fallen trees and flow reduction will help to naturally 
shallow the channel over time. 

o Reconnecting the River with its Flood Meadow: By lowering or removing 
embankments and encouraging seasonal flooding of the adjacent flood 
meadow, the project will help restore an important habitat for wetland species. 
Floodplain reconnection will also improve floodwater storage, reducing flood 
risk downstream. 

Restoring floodplain connectivity will allow the river to spread out during high flows, depositing 
nutrient-rich sediments on the meadow and supporting diverse plant communities. This 
intervention will create a mosaic of wetland habitats, benefiting birds, amphibians, and 
invertebrates. 

Expected Outcomes 
1. Increased Biodiversity: The combination of naturally fallen trees, enhanced vegetation, 

and floodplain reconnection will create diverse habitats, benefiting fish, invertebrates, 
amphibians, and riparian wildlife. 

2. Improved Water Quality: Slower flow and sediment deposition will result in clearer 
water and reduced nutrient loading. 

3. Reduced Flood Risk: By attenuating peak flows, promoting natural floodplain 
interaction, and increasing floodwater storage, the project will reduce flood risk 
downstream. 

4. Restored Floodplain Habitat: Reconnecting the river with its flood meadow will create 
valuable wetland habitats, supporting species adapted to seasonal flooding. 

5. Enhanced Recreational Value: The restored river corridor will offer improved aesthetic 
and recreational opportunities for the local community, including walking, birdwatching, 
and canoeing. The enhanced river dynamics and features created by fallen trees will 
make the stretch more attractive to canoeists, providing a more enjoyable and 
challenging experience. 

  



 

Monitoring and Maintenance A monitoring program will be established to assess the 
effectiveness of the interventions. Key indicators will include: 

• Changes in water quality (e.g., turbidity and nutrient levels). 

• Biodiversity metrics, including the presence and abundance of key species. 

• Sediment deposition patterns and channel morphology. 

• User feedback, particularly from recreational users such as canoeists. 

• Floodplain inundation frequency and extent. 

Regular maintenance will be carried out to ensure that fallen trees remain effective and that 
vegetation establishes successfully. Adaptive management practices will be employed to make 
necessary adjustments based on monitoring results. 

Conclusion The proposed river restoration of the River Evenlode at Mill Field, Charlbury, aims 
to create a healthier and more resilient river system by slowing flow, promoting sediment 
deposition, enhancing biodiversity, improving riparian vegetation, and reconnecting the river 
with its natural floodplain. By retaining naturally fallen trees and increasing vegetation, the 
project will restore natural river functions while providing significant ecological, hydrological, 
and social benefits. Additionally, the retention of fallen trees will improve the recreational 
experience for canoeists, making the river stretch more engaging and enjoyable. This initiative 
represents a valuable opportunity to improve the environmental quality of the River Evenlode 
and its surrounding landscape, ensuring long-term sustainability for future generations. 
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