Summer 2013 – low river flows and high temperatures creating stressful
conditions for fish
The extended warm weather this summer is having a big impact on the Tyne’s rivers. Throughout the region river
flows are low, and water temperatures are high. This can be bad news for many river species, particularly fish.
Tyne Rivers Trust is keeping an eye on conditions, and has been liaising closely with the eyes and ears on the ground.
Unfortunately the extended hot and dry weather is creating very stressful conditions for fish throughout the Tyne
river system. On the Tyne, the artificial shape of the tidal channel (mostly as a result of historical deepening for
industrial and shipping purposes) means that the circulation of water in the tidal section is very limited compared to
a natural estuary. This leads to areas of very low dissolved oxygen.
We have received reports of stressed fish from as far upriver as west of Hexham; this is not surprising given river
water temperatures of up to 24°C are being recorded. With very warm nights the water temperatures vary little
over 24 hours, so fish are exposed to high temperatures for an unusually lengthy period.
The Environment Agency has been monitoring river conditions, particularly in the estuary, and is responsible for
requesting releases of water from Kielder to ease fish stress. At the Environment Agency’s request Northumbrian
Water Limited released from Kielder at a rate of 9.3 cubic metres per second on 10 July. This release ran for 3 days
and greatly increased the upstream movement of fish, and significantly reduced the rising daily oxygen deficit for the
period of the release.
We began to hear about salmon mortalities in the week commencing 15 July. From the week beginning 22 July the
Environment Agency has kept a surveying boat and team on stand-by to monitor and recover dead fish.
As the tides increase this week, peaking at a spring tide of 5.52m on 24 July, fish are expected to enter the system in
large numbers. A further 3 day release from Kielder (again at the rate of 9.3 cubic metres per second) will start on
Wednesday 24 July, timed to coincide with the high tide. If the forecast heavy rain on 23 July does materialise,
hopefully creating a spate, conditions for fish should improve. If there is a natural rise in river levels supported by a
Kielder release, the fish counter at Riding Mill could record a good run of fish, and with the weather forecast to
become cooler towards the end of the month, we hope this period of high river temperatures will soon be over.
Although conditions in the estuary are significantly better now than they were some 10 years ago, the prolonged hot
and dry weather inevitably creates stressful conditions for fish. Meaningful rainfall - giving rise to cooling spates - is
desperately needed. The water cooled a little over the past weekend (20/21 July) and we have reports of anglers
catching some fish. We urge all anglers to consider fish welfare and the need for careful handling during these
periods of high temperatures, low water and stressful conditions.
Anyone seeing anything of concern in the river, including dead or dying fish, should call the Environment Agency on
0800 807060.
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