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1. Introduction and Methodology 
 
Manor Woods Valley Group member, Peter Loy-Hancocks, and University of 
the West of England students, Hazel Blacker and Hamish Kidd, undertook fish 
survey of the Malago in Manor Woods Valley Local Nature Reserve on 28-29 
March and 5 April 2022. These were the first known formal surveys of fish at 
this location, although casual sightings from earlier years are known and are 
referenced in this report.  
 

 
Figure 1: The Malago, place names and fish trap locations within Manor Woods Valley 

 
Torchlight surveys were conducted along several parts of the Malago within 
Manor Woods Valley, from approximately 20:15 to 21:15 on 28th March and 
again between 20:15 and 23:00 on 5th April 2022. 
 
On 28th March, two large (5 litre, inverted-top, container-based) and three small 
(2 litre, inverted-top, container-based) traps were placed in the Malago at points 
as indicated on the map at Figure 1. The large traps were baited with small 
pieces of raw liver, the small traps were unbaited. The traps were weighted 
down with small stones and were firmly attached by cord to bankside 
vegetation. All of the traps included numerous small holes to allow a small flow 
of water through them. The traps were retrieved between 08:15 and 08:45 on 
29th March 2022.  



 
A small plastic tank was used to temporarily hold any catch for examination. All 
fish were returned un-harmed to the point of capture.  
 

 
Figure 2: Equipment used during the survey  

 
The numbers of each species of fish seen or caught were recorded on to field 
maps. These records form the basis of this report. All relevant records were 
submitted to Bristol Regional Environmental Records Centre (BRERC). 
 

2. Results 
 
Pre-existing information 
 
A report, ‘Wildlife Survey of Pigeonhouse Stream and The Malago’ prepared 
for the For South Bristol Riverscapes Partnership by P Quinn in 2010, makes 
reference to the Bullhead (aka Miller’s Thumb) (Cottus gobio) being ‘Occasional 
occurring in lower reaches of the Malago’. There is a 2016 record from Manor 
Woods Valley (Ref. National Biodiversity Network Atlas) and a sighting made 
by University of Bristol students conducting substrate surveys in 2020.  
 
The aforementioned ‘Wildlife Survey of Pigeonhouse Stream and The Malago’ 
report describes the (Three-spined) Sticklebacks (Gasterosteus aculeatus) as 
being ‘Frequent throughout all sections except the Dundry slopes headwaters 
where absent’. The presence of this species in the Malago in Manor Woods 
Valley has long been referred to by those who have known the site over many 
years. Sticklebacks are most readily observed at the Dog Leap, where they 
shoal in the slack water at the junction of the braided stream that forms the 
Island.  
 
(European) Eels (Anguilla anguilla) were recorded in the Pigeonhouse Stream 
in Crox Bottom in 2004 (Ref. National Biodiversity Network Atlas). In the late 
2010’s the relatively short-lived, Bristol Fish Project which was situated 
immediately adjacent to Manor Woods Valley, held large numbers of Eels in 
tank. In August 2017 this project released, under licence, a number of young 
Eels into the Malago near to The Interceptor. Subsequently four Eels were 
observed by torchlight in September 2020.  



 
Goldfish (Carassius auratus) are occasionally seen in the Malago within Manor 
Woods Valley. These no doubt originate from the deliberate release of fish from 
aquariums or garden ponds. It is very likely that, due to their bright colours, 
released Goldfish are rapidly predated by Kingfishers, Little Egrets and/or Grey 
Herons.  
 
Shoals of Roach (Rutilus rutilus) are reported as occurring in the silt pond above 
the Dam in the late 1970’s, having been introduced by an angler. They have 
been seen more recently at the outfall of the culvert where the Malago enters 
Manor Woods Valley. They do not seem to have survived at this latter location.  
 
It should be noted that, in order to prevent the spread of disease and non-native 
species, the releasing of fish into the wild or moving them between or into water 
bodies without obtaining consent from the Environment Agency is an offence 
under the Keeping and Introduction of Fish Regulations 2015. 
 
 
Current Surveys 
 
One relatively large (estimate 50cm long) Eel was observed by torchlight on the 
evening of 28th March. This fish was mostly hidden under a large flat stone ion 
the rocky bottomed section of the Malago between the Lower Stepping Stones 
and The Ham. It was observed, photographed and videoed as it made its way 
upstream from its initial hiding place. 
 

 
Figure 3: The Eel as observed (Photo courtesy Hazel Blacker) 

 



Another four c40cm long Eels were observed by torchlight on the evening of 5th 
April; two below the Dam, one of which was immediately at the foot of the Dam 
outfall, one near the Ham and another where the slightly larger Eel was seen 
on the earlier survey occasion. All of the Eels were associated with rocky 
substrates.  
 

 
Eel records within Manor Woods Valley 

 
During the first evening survey, in excess of twenty juvenile Bullheads were 
observed in the shallow rocky bottomed section of the Malago, in a circa30m 
long section immediately downstream of The Dam. The fish ranged in size from 
c3cm to c6cm long. A single specimen was observed in similar habitat at The 
Ham. 
 

 
Figure 4: Three Bullheads 

 



During the second evening survey, it became clear that Bullheads occur, 
sometimes in appreciable numbers, in all areas with rocky substrate and 
aerated water downstream of the Ham. This latter survey revealed a c10cm 
long mature Bullhead (see report cover photo). 
 

 
Bullhead records within Manor Woods Valley 

 
Thirteen, Three-spined Sticklebacks were caught in one of the small traps 
situated next to the Dog Leap. These consisted of three mature males, two 
mature females and eight juveniles. At least three of the Sticklebacks were 
affected with the microsporidian parasite Glugea anomala. This species mostly 
affects Three-spined Sticklebacks and results in pin-head sized white pustules 
forming on the surface of the fish. One of the trapped fish was very extensively 
affected by these pustules.   
 

 
Figure 5: Sticklebacks in holding tank (Photo courtesy Hazel Blacker) 

 
A single juvenile Stickleback was caught in a small trap situated in the still water 
immediately above the dam.  
 



Sticklebacks were observed by torchlight and in several locations with silty from 
the southwestern end of the Island to the Interceptor.  
 

 
Three-spined Stickleback records within Manor Woods Valley 

 
On 5th April two, what appeared to be, c12cm Roach, along with a few smaller 
specimens were seen in some sheltered slack water just downstream from 
Butterbur Bend.  
 
A probably Stone Loach (Barbatula barbatula) was seen in a gravelly section 
of the Malago, between the Upper and Lower Stepping Stones. 
 

3. Discussion 
 
The confirmed presence of three, and possibly up to five, fish species in the 
middle-Malago is encouraging. It is notable that during the current surveys, no 
fish were encountered upstream of the Upper Stepping Stones, with their 
associated weir, and that more fish were present immediately downstream of 
the weirs, the dam and riffles (shallow rocky sections). All of these features 
have the effect of oxygenating the water that flows over them.  
 
Fish can be a good indicator of water quality. Eels are especially vulnerable to 
the effects of chemical pollution in their habitat, particularly heavy metals, 
polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), organochlorine pesticides (OCPs) and 
brominated flame retardants (BFRs). This is primarily because the species is 
long-lived, dwelling at the bottom of lakes and rivers, and carnivorous. 
Bullheads occurs in lowland situations so long as the water is well-oxygenated 
and there is sufficient cover, but they are not found in badly polluted water. 
Stone Loach tolerate moderate organic pollution bit are very sensitive to 
pollution by heavy metals. Their presence can be taken as an indication of good 



water quality. Both Sticklebacks and Roach have a relatively high tolerance to 
poor water conditions. 
 
This section of the Malago is subject to occasional pollution incidents, and 
discharges from an on-site combined sewage outfall during storm conditions as 
well as others upstream of the site. It is apparent that these factors do not have 
an unduly detrimental effect on the fish (or their food) that are present, perhaps 
due to relatively rapid flushing through of pollutants. Based on the numbers of 
fish and their species environmental requirements, the water quality can be 
described as good. 
 
Eels eat invertebrates and fish - Sticklebacks and Bullheads are likely 
consumed in the Malago. The latter two species eat mostly fully aquatic 
invertebrates and the likes of Mayfly and Caddisfly larvae that rely on good 
water quality.  
 
The Manor Woods Valley (and upstream of the site) section of the Malago are 
effectively ecologically isolated from the lower portion of the watercourse by the 
culverting of water away from the site via the Interceptor and its associate 
massive culvert. This leaves fish and other aquatic organisms living upstream 
of the Interceptor particularly vulnerable to random environmental events that 
might extirpate them, for example extreme pollution incidents or drought.  
 
Due to this ecological isolation, it is likely that the Eels in the middle-Malago are 
one in the same ones as those released by the Bristol Fish Project in 2017. 
Eels have a long and complex life-cycle, which involves migration of adults to 
the Sargasso Sea, off the eastern sea-board of North America, then the return 
of their young (‘glass eels’) across the Atlantic and up into freshwater streams 
and waterbodies where they mature. The culverting of water the Malago’s water 
from within Manor Woods Valley makes it appear unlikely that returning elvers 
would be able to enter the middle-Malago.  
 
Otters (Lutra lutra) are known to use the middle-Malago and the adjacent 
Pigeonhouse Stream. Eels are one of the favoured food items of Otters. Without 
replenishment from returning migrants, it is likely that Otters could remove 
most, if not all, of the Eels from the middle-Malago over time. Bullheads and 
Stone Loaches are largely nocturnal, so avoid the worst of predation by birds, 
but they will be eaten by Otters.  
 
Kingfishers (Alcedo atthis) are regularly seen on the Malago in Manor Woods 
Valley, indeed one was seen during the current surveys. Sticklebacks are an 
important food source for Kingfishers, and are probably their main food in the 
middle-Malago. The Little Egrets (Egretta garzetta) and Grey Herons (Ardea 
cinerea) that are occasionally seen in Manor Woods Valley will no doubt also 
prey on the Sticklebacks.  
 
 


