LODERS PARISH COUNCIL
Annual Parish Assembly 18 April 2023

River Asker Improvement Project Report

Background

Project was launched at a Community Meeting for residents of Askerswell and Loders on 19
February 2018.
Purpose was community led project to identify the causes of the Environment Agency’s
overall classification of “poor” due to lack of fish and aquatic plants and to implement
actions to remedy them.
Initiated by representatives of three local organisations:

o Dorset Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) - lan Rees

o Dorset Wildlife Trust (DWT)- Nick Gray

o Farming and Wildlife Advisory Group South West (FWAG) - Tim Bowden
Steering Group established comprising three above plus representatives from Askerswell
Parish Meeting, Loders Parish Council and Victor Crutchley, a major farmer in the Asker
Catchment.

Progress report

In December 2018 the State of the Asker Summary Report was published. This identified five issues
which affected the condition of the water in the river. These issues were linked to actions to be
addressed by the community through volunteering, by professionals with support from the
community and by professionals in conjunction with land managers.

Five years on significant progress has been achieved despite the restrictions arising from the Covid
pandemic in 2020 and 2021.

Habitat Improvement/Control of Invasive Species

Nick Gray of Dorset Wildlife Trust has led working parties of contractors and/or volunteers
to clear Himalayan Balsam from many sections of the river bank and to increase light levels
reaching the river through crown raising. During 2022 a further 12 metres of Himalayan
balsam has been cleared and bank revetment and canopy raising has been carried out along
a total of 50 metres.

Agricultural land management/cattle drinking bays and crossing points

The major farmer in the Asker catchment is Crutchley Farms. The farm manager, Anthony
Butler, in consultation the Farming and Wildlife Advisory Group, has radically realigned some
farming practices so they are more sustainable. In June 2022 Crutchley Farms hosted a farm
walk so that we could see what changes are being made and how they are benefitting water
quality in the Asker and biodiversity in general. More recently in March 2023, Crutchley
Farms hosted a farm sediment workshop aimed at farmers in the wider Brit catchment. Both
events were well attended.

Natural Flood Management

As reported last year, much of the work is now complete following three to four sessions in
the headwaters of the Asker using contractors. There are now over 40 structures slowing the
flow in the headwaters of the river. Work on maintenance of these structures will continue
in to the future.



e Barrier Removal
The major barrier to fish migration on the Asker is Loders Weir. In April 2022 Westcountry
Rivers Trust commenced a feasibility study at the weir on how to improve the passage of
migratory fish, including salmon and sea trout. It had been hoped to extend this study during
2022 but for a variety of reasons this did not happen. We hope that this will now take place
in 2023.

e Monitoring & Education
The River Asker Community Volunteer Group is now self-sustaining and regularly collects
data on the Riverfly population and reports its findings. Trail cameras have been installed to
monitor wildlife in the vicinity of the river, and images have been captured of otters and
dipper in the Asker near Yondover. At the Spring meeting of the monitoring group in
February 2023, there was a practical demonstration by local expert Andy Jeffries of how to
construct a mink raft. Mink have been observed by trail cameras near the river and are a
predatory invasive species and a particular threat to the native vole population which is in
decline. The rafts detect the presence of mink on the river and can be used to trap them.

This group has now become the de facto steering group for the Asker.

During the year the scope of the project was broadened to embrace wider aspects of biodiversity.
In August 2022 Dorset AONB and Dorset Wildlife Trust (DWT) led a Loders butterfly walk. Butterflies
were few, but those attending enjoyed discovering other plentiful insects. In November2022 the
Village Hall hosted a fascinating talk on birds by Tom Brereton, ecologist and founder of Bridport
Bird Club.

Looking forward
During 2023 there are four priorities:

o Monitoring & Education
Continue to develop the work of the Community Volunteer group and its monitoring work.

e Barrier Removal
Work with Westcountry Rivers Trust to complete the feasibility study at Loders Weir

e Control of Invasive Species
Continue the clearance of Himalayan Balsam and monitoring of other invasive species
including signal crayfish and mink.

o Community Engagement
Build on the broader agenda of biodiversity with further presentations in the Village Hall and
nature walks, including the postponed moth & bat walk.

Funding

In terms of future funding, it has become harder to access funding as there is less available from the
Environment Agency. We will continue to seek funds, particularly for Himalayan balsam control and
for fish passage improvement. We will also use some of our general funds on the continue support

for the monitoring group and to run some engagement events, including a bat / moth walk and tree
talk.
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