Water voles, ducks and endangered plants
are thriving on the Kennet & Avon Canal
B8 rhanks to a new, eco-friendly way of building
m up the banks. Ron Toft finds out more

Semior prafect manager Russell Spercer of The Cain Consuliancy

“Wie had no hesitation in suggesting hazel
faggots,” said senior project manager Russell
Spencer. “Previously used rechniques, wrilising
metal and concrere, had few, ifany, environmental
benefits, Hazel fggots, however, are completely
natural, hard-wearing. resistane even 1o
impacts, become established very quickly and
blend in with adjeining, non-croded strerches of

ie a bundle of hazel rods or sticks waether
with string. and you have a faggor - the
solution to nestoning eroded river or canal
resorting 10 expensive,
unsympathetic steel or concrete,

This mew form of bio-engineering is being
employed o great effect on the Kennet & Avon
.o Canal, as pant of the £29m  Lowery-funded
b upgrade programme which is due to finish in
December. - To  celebrate  the completion  of
environmental work on the Berkshire section,
British Waterways recently laid on a horse-dravn

Ohvera period of years, the wash from passing
beats inevitably eroded some stretiches of canal
bank. "ln a few places, it started w0 get quite
dangerous,” said BW's Chrs Leggett. “What's
maore, the marginal plants that gave the canal s
character and provided a habitat for all manner of
invertebrares and water voles began to disappear.™

At one time the damaged banks would simply
have been shored up with steel and concrete. Th
tenor of the K&zA project, however, required a
green solution to the erosion problem. BW asked
the Salisbury-based Cain Consultancy - known in
the trade as ‘river doctors' — for its advice

After clearing away vegetation and repaining
any under-cutting caused by boat wash, a line of
sweet chesmut posts is banged into the canal bed
i about 20in (50¢m) from the edge of the ba

Negotiating a lack on the Keiier & Avari .

. Brirish Wararways staff and gicests weve

tater on « hovse-drawn bange owned Iy the Kenner & Avon Hovse Boat Co

about the same distance &

apart. “This is the ideal width for

the mew murginal shell and prevents wave action
from causing further erosion,” explained Russell.

Pliable hazel rods are then ‘woven” in basker:i

fashion between the posts. and the arca behind §
back-filled with compacted hazel and seil taken from

the same area, ~This provides a fantastic loundation
for new plants, Nexr, we pur in a selection of nati
plants recommended for the area by Bri
Waterways. The emd product is a living, green
salution o eresion which also provides a valuable
habitat for the highly endangered water wole,
assorted ducks and invertebrates.

“The secret is 1o keep the structure wet at all

times. If the hazel sticks out from the water o |
much. the wood will dry out. By keeping the |

strucure nice and low, practically all of the wood
remains wet, becoming semi-fossilised in the low

eoevgen conditions, and provides a very strong and :
¢ grows them from locally-collected seeds.

resilient solution to the eroston problem.

“Within rwo growing seasons, you can’t tell
the difference between the new bank and the old
ome. And you don't have to worry about replacing
it. Salishury Cathedral, in fact, was built on faggots
and that is still standing!”

Some of the chestnut posts are lefe slighdy
proseel of the water so thag boat users are aware of
where the new bank stans. The swength of hazel
fagpots was demonstrated recenily when a boar
struck a new section of bank in Reading. “The bow
of the boat ended up right on top of the hazel Eaggot
structure. Examination of the new bank after the
beat had been pushed off revealed no damage
whatsoever.”

The plants in the soil ‘cage’ behind the
chesmur posts are about 4in (10cm) long when
planted. “We never use bare root stock; only well-
established specimens,” continued Russell, “and
we plant them all vear round.” The plants are
bought from British Flora of High Wycombe which

i included planting or enhancing a further two miles
i of hedgerow, planting 200 rees, resurfacing

Russell wold me that some people find it difficult
o understand how a bunch of sticks can work so
successfully. “Whar we don't do is simply knock in
some posts and throw in hazel, soil and plants
behind. A lot of research and development has been
involved in developing the hazel soft bank
protection technique in fast-lowing, high energy
chalk sireams.”

Almost two miles of have been used 10
restore banks along the canal, hall of them in
Berkshire. Other environmental projects  have

wwpaths  and  installing  vegetation  ‘shelves’
berween new mooning platforms along a +00-yard
siretch of the canal ar Kintbury:

Canal residents include water voles, and their
swom enemy the mink; polecats; barbel and other
fish; bats, including waterloving Daubenton's,
pipisirelle  and  greater  horseshoe;  warblers,
kingfishers and even red kites; and a wealth of
mvertebrates, both in and out of the water  The
invading  American  Signal  crayfish s also
establishing itself - 25 per square metre were found
at Towney  Lock. On the floma front, there are
beautiful plants like yellow llag, purple loosestrife.
rosebay and greater willowherbs, hemp-agrimony;
meadowsweet and water forger-me-not

“It's not any one plant or animal species which
mikes the Kennet & Avon special for wildlife, bur
rather the combination it suppons,” said BW's
ecologist Oda Dijksterhuis, “and the environmenial
measures we have been carrying out will
ensure that this waterway remains a haven
for all manner of creamures as farahead aswe.
can see.”




