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Overview of presentation
Introduction to River Habitat Survey
What is recorded and why
Outputs and uses
Application in mainland Europe



River Habitat Survey – key principles

Describes general river characteristics
Standard systematic collection of data
Inventory of features and modifications
Standard sample unit (500m)
Competent trained surveyors



Chemical and biological water quality 
monitoring network established in 1980
Habitat structure and quality of rivers not 
assessed
RHS fills this gap

River Habitat Survey – why was it
developed?



RHS – links river habitats to species



RHS survey method

500m length river channel
SPOT-CHECKS

10 equally spaced transects (50m apart)
SWEEP-UP

summary data for whole reach



Features recorded

EROSION
Eroding and stable cliffs

DEPOSITION
Deposits in and along the channel

VEGETATION STRUCTURE
channel and banks

FLOW
11 flow types



Channel modification

BANK MODIFICATIONS
Re-sectioned, reinforced and
embanked profiles

ROADS AND BRIDGES

FLOW REGULATION
Weirs and culverts



10 ‘SPOT-CHECKS’
Predominant features recorded every 50m along the channel



Page 3 - overall character –
‘sweep-up’

Land use
•present, extensive

Bank profiles
•present, extensive

Trees

Channel and bank 
features
•None, present,
•extensive
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River Habitat Survey – data management

Strict data quality control
Database of inventory information
Stratified random surveys for context
Specially commissioned surveys
24,000 sites on the UK database
High/good quality sites for calibration
Map data and photographs
Location-GPS referencing





Baseline survey:state of river habitats

Inventory of features and modifications
Stratified random survey (3 sites per 10km 
square)
Unbiased assessment 
Statistically valid
1994-96
2007-8
4,800 sites



Baseline sites in NW England





River Habitat Survey – quality assessment

No judgement of quality during a survey.
No pre-determined river typology.
Rules (scores) applied to the data-flexible 
approach. 
Overall Habitat Quality Assessment reflects 
diversity of natural features-origins based on 
expert opinion. 
Habitat modification based on extent and 
severity of artificial channel features



Channel Habitat Modification in England and 
Wales 2007/8

Yellow = near natural
Red = severely modified



Distribution of Himalayan Balsam along 
river channels in England and Wales 
2007/8



River characteristics – rocky channels



River characteristics – bank re-profiling



Comparing a site with those on similar 
rivers elsewhere
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High/good quality benchmarking

Specifically targeted surveys
Difficult to find reference condition sites
Calibration using best examples available
Macrophyte surveys in parallel
Surveys beyond the UK for surrogate 
reference sites





Some  uses of RHS data

Characterising river catchments-type and quality
Habitat suitability for species
Water Framework Directive
River rehabilitation/restoration
Flood Risk Management
Environmental Impact Assessment
Educational resource



RHS in mainland Europe

Is it valid beyond the UK?
How does it compare with other methods?
How can it be adapted to reflect local features?
STAR project
Helping to develop the CEN guidance standard
Where have we been?



Location of STAR sites in Europe



Benchmark sites 1995-2009



Principal Components Analysis plot showing 
benchmark sites in mainland Europe



Principal components analysis plot for RHS sites in  
the UK and STAR sites in Europe











Main differences :continental rivers

Hydrology-distinct seasonal flow regime
High energy rivers
Channel substratum
Riparian zone





RHS limitations

Micro-scale habitat features not included
Hydrological assessment not included
Unsuitable for multi-channel and large rivers
Site-based sampling difficult to scale up
Care needed in interpreting results



Conclusions

Broadly similar attributes
RHS broadly suitable for small/medium rivers
Adaptation needed to reflect local character
Riparian habitat component needed
One component for river habitat assessment
Share our data and experiences


