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About Natural Course

78% of water bodies in North West England are failing to meet a good ecological status* and 
solutions are often found to be too expensive to implement. 

Natural Course is a collaboration of organisations in North West England from public, private and 
third sector who, together, will seek cost-effective solutions to improving water quality across 
urban and rural landscapes, sharing best practice across the UK and Europe. 

*Environment Agency, North West River Basin District 2015

Natural Course will: 
• Test and inform best practice in achieving UK and EU legislation in water quality

• Use the North West River Basin District as a flagship project and share best practice with the
UK and Europe

• Make better use of resources, share ownership of complex issues and maximise outcomes
through a collaborative approach of organisations from public, private and third sector.
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1 Introduction  

1.1 Project Background 

JBA Consulting was commissioned by the Environment Agency (EA) to undertake Catchment 

Walkover Survey (CWS) on Singleton Brook, Slack Brook and Unity Brook, which are small 

tributary streams within the Irwell Catchment. The aim of the project was to identify the extent 

and causes of diffuse and any point source pollution within the catchment and develop options 

which will enable the EA and local stakeholders to deliver Water Framework Directive (WFD) 

improvements and wider benefits within the catchment.  

Data held by the EA shows that most waterbodies in the Irwell Catchment fail to reach the 

standards required under the Water Framework Directive (Environment Agency, 2018). The 

overall status of the lower River Irwell (Croal to Irk) is moderate, with phosphates and 

invertebrates remaining poor over a four-year period. In addition, ammonia is moderate. The 

main reasons for the River Irwell not achieving good status/potential are reported as a result of 

diffuse pollution from contaminated land, transport and other urban sources.  Point source 

pollution from intermittent sewage discharges are also noted as a problem.  

The tributaries within the Irwell catchment are also suspected to have similar issues, with 

numerous small, but equally polluted watercourses contributing to an overall decline in the 

Irwell catchment. These tributaries can provide valuable breeding, feeding and refuge habitat 

for fish when in good condition, and can contribute to the recovery of the main river by 

becoming important wildlife corridors.  In addition to diffuse pollution, many small channels 

have been significantly modified which has impacted on the ecology, geomorphological, 

aesthetic and recreational value of these smaller watercourses and can sometimes exacerbate 

local flooding. 

Unlike the main river, action can often be taken on tributaries through smaller scale 

interventions that have multiple benefits. This report assesses the current baseline condition of 

each of the three tributaries to help inform the development of options throughout the scheme. 

1.2 Aims and Objectives 

The main objective of the survey was to identify the extent and causes of diffuse and point 

source pollution in each tributary catchment, and to assess the geomorphological condition of 

each watercourse. This included the following:  

• A walkover survey of each watercourse (where access allowed) to identify 

potential point source and diffuse urban pollution. Sources were graded 

according to their severity and extent of impact. Where possible, sources of the 

pollution were traced back to identify where problems could be rectified;  

• Wet weather survey to identify pollution sources only evident during wet weather 

events (i.e. flushing events);  

• Geomorphological site walkover to complete baseline mapping of the 

geomorphological condition; 

• Identification and recording of invasive non-native species (INNS) and any other 

issues relating to WFD; 

• Proposal of measures to mitigate the identified impacts of point/diffuse pollution 

within the Irwell tributaries.  

1.3 Project Funding  

This project is funded by and contributes to the delivery of the Natural Course Life Integrated 

Project (LIFE14 IPE/UK/027 LIFE-IP RBMP-NWRBD UK) and will help achieve objectives in 

relation to physical modification and pollution from towns, cities and transport. 
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The Environment Agency appointed JBA Consulting to carry out restoration feasibility studies on 

polluted small streams in the Irwell Catchment. The outputs will provide information that can be 

used to develop a rolling programme of projects so that funding can be better targeted either 

through proactive or reactive applications. The outputs will be used to drive action on the 

ground through local stakeholders. 
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1.4 Site Locations 

Figure 1-1 illustrates the locations of the three River Irwell tributaries.  The catchment area boundaries have been derived from the 

Flood Estimation Handbook (FEH) CD-ROM v3.0. 

Figure 1-1: Locations of the River Irwell tributaries 



 

2017s6758 Irwell Small Streams Project Portfolio Final V1.0 

 
 
 

4 

 

2 Project Portfolio 

2.1 Overview 

A portfolio of projects has been developed upon completion of a stakeholder event (held on 28th 

November 2018) to consolidate the baseline data collected from the surveys and local 

information provided at the stakeholder meeting.  

The project ideas in Sections 3 - 5 have been developed for each watercourse with a ‘Showcase 

Project’, i.e. a main focus project, and a series of smaller supporting projects which can be 

delivered alone, or in combination to provide multiple benefits, with a particular focus on WFD 

improvement in the Irwell catchment.  
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2.2 Key to Symbols 
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3 Singleton Brook  

3.1 Watercourse Overview 
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3.2 Singleton Brook Showcase Project  
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3.3 Singleton Brook Supporting Project Options 
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3.4 Singleton Brook Options 

3.4.1  Showcase Option 

The showcase option of deculverting the section of Singleton Brook through Kersal Moor, which 

is a Local Wildlife Site, and reconnecting it to the floodplain will enable the watercourse to 

function more naturally by increasing channel geomorphology, habitat and species diversity (of 

both fauna and flora). This will contribute positively to the current WFD status of the Irwell 

catchment. This option can potentially act as a SUDs scheme as it was noted during the CWS 

surveys that there is run-off from Bury New Road and surface water drainage from the 

industrial estate. 

Constraints associated with these options include the cost and the complexity of the delivery as 

numerous stakeholders are likely to be involved, as the watercourse borders Bury and Salford 

Councils and is a site of local interest. However, this option provides the opportunity for wider 

public engagement and education in local habitats. It also provides an amenity area. 

Nevertheless, additional monitoring and data collection, including a feasibility study, will need to 

be undertaken to fully assess the potential multiple benefits of the option. Other data required 

will include land registry data, culvert investigations, flood risk modelling and engineering 

design. 

3.4.2 Supporting Project Options  

The supporting projects will be more beneficial in terms of WFD if carried out in combination. 

The watercourse contains a high cover of invasive non-native species (INNS), in particular 

Himalayan Balsam Impatiens glandulifera. It is recommended that a management plan for this 

tributary is produced which provides a baseline of infestation across the watercourse, from 

which a cost-effective management plan can then be developed. 

Water quality monitoring was not undertaken as part of the CWS in 2017/18. Monitoring of an 

urban watercourse for both chemical and biological quality elements under WFD would provide a 

baseline before any improvement works begin. Monitoring throughout any option 

implementation will allow for informed decisions to be made on future urban watercourse 

projects about what options are the most effective in terms of WFD status. It is highly 

recommended that this monitoring takes place before any scheme is implemented on Singleton 

Brook. This type of monitoring is also an opportunity to involve and educate the local 

community on the Brook.  

Further information could be collected in conjunction from stakeholders, in particular United 

Utilities, regarding the local drainage network and its functionally, for example are there missed 

connections in the vicinity which are negatively impacting the Singleton Brook and consequently 

the River Irwell? 

It was noted during the stakeholder event that there is a ponded area above the culvert Bury 

New Road (Reach 2) which can be reduced by unblocking the trash screen. Additional local 

engagement can be undertaken to reduce fly tipping into the watercourse. 

Other smaller projects include engagement with the Golf Club to reduce nutrient run-off within 

Reach 1 and engagement with the allotment owners (Reach 2) to discuss potential culvert 

daylighting in this section (SD 82792 02466).  

Both diffuse and point source pollution was identified during the surveys and consequently, 

there is an opportunity for local public engagement to increase awareness of the Singleton 

Brook and its current condition and to facilitate its improvement. Engagement could be achieved 

by a ‘River Guardians Scheme’ which enables local residents to take ownership of the 

watercourse.  

Opportunities for engagement were identified during the stakeholder event and include: 

o Bury Council  

o Salford Council  



 

2017s6758 Irwell Small Streams Project Portfolio Final V1.0 

 
 
 

10 

 

o Local residents 

o St Paul’s Church 

o Friends of Kersal Moor 

o Local Schools 

o Lidl Supermarket 

o Local Industrial Estate Businesses 

o Manchester Great, New & Central Synagogue 

o Prestwich Golf Club 

Reach 3 was not accessed as part of the initial CWS surveys and consequently there is no 

baseline data for this reach. As this is the uppermost part of the catchment, further surveys and 

water quality monitoring (both chemical and biological) within this reach will provide useful 

data. 
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4 Unity Brook  

4.1 Watercourse Overview  
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4.2 Unity Brook Showcase Project  
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4.3 Unity Brook Supporting Project Options  
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4.4 Unity Brook Options 

4.4.1 Unity Brook Showcase Option 

The showcase option(s) for Unity Brook include reconnection of the small woodland area in 

Reach 1 adjacent to Kearsley Golf Range, by increasing flood storage and geomorphic diversity 

within the reach. The show case option would also involve tackling diffuse and point run-off 

sources identified in Reach 2, including improvement of riparian margin quality by installation of 

buffer strips and fencing to prevent bankside poaching.  

Within Reach 1 there is an opportunity to ‘renaturalise’ the channel by increasing geomorphic 

diversity, planting and re connection to the wooded area (SD 75672 04190) in higher flows. 

Stakeholder engagement, additional modelling and design will need to be undertaken to 

facilitate this option.  

Within Reach 2, numerous issues of diffuse and point pollution were identified from land 

management activities. In order to prevent impacts arising downstream, it is recommended that 

riparian landowners are engaged in relation to farming practices near water. There are 

opportunities to reduce poaching in this section and increase riparian margin diversity by 

planting. This will provide a quick, cost-effective way to improve the WFD status of Unity Brook 

(as Reach 2 is a large extent) and the wider Irwell catchment. However, this option is 

dependent on stakeholder engagement and local participation in the scheme.  

Water quality monitoring was not undertaken as part of the CWS in 2017/18. Monitoring of an 

urban watercourse for both chemical and biological quality elements under WFD would provide a 

baseline before any improvement works begin. In particular, monitoring and nitrates and 

phosphates is required across Unity Brook. Monitoring throughout any option implementation 

will allow for informed decisions to be made on future urban watercourse projects about what 

options are the most effective in terms of WFD status. It is highly recommended that this 

monitoring takes place before any scheme is implemented on Unity Brook. This type of 

monitoring is also an opportunity to involve and educate the local community.  

4.4.2 Unity Brook Supporting Project Options  

The supporting projects will be beneficial in terms of WFD if carried out in. The watercourse 

contains a high cover of INNS, in particular Japanese Knotweed Fallopia japonica in Reach 1 and 

Reach 4. It is recommended that a management plan for this tributary is produced which 

provides a baseline of infestation across the watercourse, from which a suitable cost-effective 

management plan can then be developed. 

Point source pollution was identified in Reach 3 from culvert outfalls and from the A666 Mach 

nester Road. A potential supporting project could include liaison with the council and Highways 

England to investigate road drainage and to reduce run-off into Unity Brook, in particular at SD 

76345 04016.  

Both diffuse and point source pollution were identified during the surveys and consequently 

there is an opportunity for local public engagement by creating a ‘Pollution Awareness 

Campaign’ to increase awareness of the Unity Brook and its current condition and to facilitate its 

improvement.  

Opportunities for engagement were identified during the stakeholder event and include: 

o Bolton Council  

o Highways England 

o Ryders Farm Equestrian Centre 

o Kearsley Driving Range 

o Local homeowners and farm owners 

o Clifton Park Friends of Group 
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o Spindle Point Primary School 

o Network Rail 
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5 Slack Brook 

5.1 Watercourse Overview 
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5.2 Slack Brook Showcase Project  
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5.3 Slack Brook Supporting Project Options 
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6 Slack Brook  

6.1.1 Showcase Project Option 

The showcase option of creating a ‘SuperSUDs’ scheme by connecting Slack Brook to a disused 

section of the Manchester Bolton Bury Canal (MBBC), will create additional aquatic and riparian 

habitat in the area, reduce flood risk and improve water quality. The option could be designed 

to act a filtration scheme as water within Slack Brook showed extensive visual signs of pollution 

during the CWS surveys.  

However, this option will require a high level of engagement with the council, local landowners 

and residents and the Canal Society. The option will require a full feasibility study to assess the 

impacts on flood risk, biodiversity, heritage and landscape. Engineering assessments and 

designs are likely to be required to facilitate this option.  

If this option is not feasible, it may be possible to daylight some culvert sections which are 

located in L.I.V.I.A Silverdale or within Reach 2 and connect to the existing pond which could 

act as an established SUDs scheme. 

The main constraint associated with this option is the lack of baseline data in terms of water 

quality, as this watercourse is located in close proximity to areas of historic landfill. Therefore, 

further investigations into the extent and type of landfill should be undertaken as well as water 

quality monitoring to ascertain if this showcase option is viable and cost effective. Sediment 

sampling at Slack Brook outfall should also be undertaken. 

6.1.2 Slack Brook Supporting Project Options  

The supporting projects will be more beneficial in terms of WFD if carried out in combination. 

The watercourse contains a high cover of invasive non-native species INNS, in particular 

Japanese Knotweed. It is recommended that a management plan for this tributary is produced 

which provides a baseline of infestation across the watercourse, from which a cost-effective 

management plan can then be developed. 

Other smaller projects include engagement with the Industrial Estates and local public to reduce 

fly tipping along the Brook which is extensive.  

Culvert investigations would also complement the initial CWS data collected and allow a more 

detailed look for point pollution sources, as this watercourse is extensively culverted. 

There are opportunities for education with local business owners including installation of wheel 

washes to reduce run-off into Slack Brook.   

Opportunities for engagement were identified during the stakeholder event and include: 

o Network Rail 

o Silverdale L.I.V.I.A 

o City Forest Park: Irwell Valley Improvement Area 

o Coal Authority 

o Salford County Council 

o Surrounding Industrial Estate Businesses 

o Local Residents 

o Viridor Recycling  

o Canal and Rivers Trust 
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