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Surprise landing of a sea trout from the middle Bristol Avon 
In March 2015, a local angler reported the capture of a sea 
trout from the Bristol Avon right up around Chippenham. 

Despite the fact that the Bristol Avon enters the Severn Estuary 
at Avonmouth, where sea trout from tributary rivers such as the 
Severn, Usk, Wye and many others are to be found, this is a rare 
capture on our home river. 

Sea trout are occasionally caught in the lower river, but so many 
weirs and other obstructions have been built on the Bristol 
Avon throughout history that passage is all but blocked and we 
seem to have lost what would undoubtedly have been a natural 
sea trout population.  This fish has battled against huge odds! 

 

What is a sea trout? 

The sea trout is a curious beast indeed.  Sea trout and brown trout are in fact the same species 
(Salmo trutta).  The distinction of the sea trout is that it has run down the river system to the sea to 
feed and grow and then returned to freshwater to breed, known as an anadromous life cycle.  
Whether trout remain in fresh waters or take to sea depends on a combination of genetic and 
environmental factors.  In many short, spate rivers, the majority may take to sea often driven by a 
lack of food in nutrient-poor rivers systems as well as sometime by the hostility for flows where 
refuge habitat is impoverished. 

The early life stages of sea trout – the egg, alevin, fry and parr stages – are spend in fresh waters, 
spanning between one and three years depending on factors such as temperature and food 
availability. 

Beyond this stage, young fish heading to sea undergo a process of metamorphosis into smolts, scale 
surfaces turning silver and with physiological changes particularly in the gills enabling the fish to 
adapt to sea water.  The young fish are particularly vulnerable during this ‘smoltification’ phase, with 
poor habitat availability in intertidal waters compromising their adaptation from fresh to salty water 
as well as potentially exposing them to many predators. 

Once metamorphosed, the smolts typically shoal, migrating down to sea from late March into April 
and usually doing so at night. 

Like salmon, sea trout return to their natal river to spawn, typically entering estuaries from April 
onwards through the summer and into autumn.  Some may return after only a few months at sea, 
some just hanging around estuary mouths, whilst others may remain at sea for longer periods.  Male 
fish may develop a pronounced ‘kype’, or hooked lower jaw, to help them defend suitable spawning 
gravels into which female sea trout may cut redds to deposit their eggs.  Unlike salmon, sea trout do 
not generally die after spawning. 

Some rivers are renowned for their large runs of sea trout (many on the west coast of Wales), whilst 
other rivers have reputations for producing large sea trout that may reach 10kg in size (the Sussex 
Ouse produces the largest average size of sea trout of any river in England and Wales). 
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How to reverse historic damage to the Bristol Avon ecosystem and allow the return of sea trout 

The Bristol Avon river system has all the natural attributes necessary for supporting a healthy run of 
sea trout, even of salmon.  Potential stock fish pass by the estuary, there are deep lower reaches, 
and there are also upper stretches with good spawning and nursery potential as evidenced by their 
healthy brown trout and occasional grayling stocks. 

Though there are many pressures that need to be addressed, such as siltation and diffuse pollution, 
the principal limiting fact for sea trout (as we also experience for eels) appears to be the presence of 
many obstructions to fish passage from source to sea.  

Ensuring that all opportunities are taken to address these barriers is an absolute priority if we are to 
give these fish a chance to recover, and also to meet legal obligations such as those under the EU 
Water Framework Directive to return the river to ‘good ecological status’ (i.e. how the ecosystem 
should be were severe human pressures to be alleviated).  The kinds of measures we must see put in 
place are to: 

• Avoid installation of any new barrier on the river systems; 

• Remove existing weirs that serve no clear purpose; 

• Install effective fish passes on structures that will remain in place; and 

• Prevent low-head hydropower schemes from further compromising fish passage. 

The lack of habitat in the tidal reach of the Bristol Avon between Bristol and Avonmouth presents 
further challenges due to low habitat diversity.  There may be opportunities to enhance habitat is 
this zone for the benefit of migratory fish and other wildlife, and for flood relief including countering 
the effects of sea level rise. 

 

Have you caught a sea trout from the Bristol Avon? 

If you have landed a sea trout from the Bristol Avon, BART would like to know when and where.  
Please contact via the details below, with as much information and if possible a photo. 

This will help us build a stronger case for the promotion of the sea trout stocks of our treasured, if 
much damaged river system, and the many wider benefits that will accrue from its rehabilitation. 
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