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Stakeholder engagement briefing pack 

 

Proposed changes to the river Lark Mildenhall 

Introduction 

An exciting opportunity to restore and improve the natural function of the river Lark in 

Mildenhall has developed as part of the Brecks Fen Edge & Rivers Landscape 

Partnership Scheme (BFER), supported by the National Lottery Heritage Fund.  

BFER is hosted by Suffolk Country Council and will deliver a series of dynamic community-

orientated projects focused on restoring and celebrating the unique cultural and natural 

heritage of the Brecksô fen edge and rivers landscape. The partnership is made up of regional, 

national, and local organisations with an interest in the area, community groups and members 

of the community. (For more information visit www.brecks.org/bfer). 

The river Lark is a nationally important Chalk Stream habitat, one of only 200 streams known 

globally. A rare and valuable habitat, chalk streams are important for wildlife and support a 

massive range of plants and animals. They are home to some of our most threatened plants 

and animals, such as the water vole and brown trout. As part of a wider programme of river 

restoration, the Environment Agency (EA) and Suffolk County Council are now in consultation 

with stakeholders, landowners, partners, and the public asking for their comments on the 

proposed options (set out below). A wider online consultation will take place towards winter to 

gather more comments and feedback. 

There are multiple aims of the work in Mildenhall: 

¶ to enable the free migration of the native wild Brown Trout and other river species 
along the course of the river, and allow them to access natural habitat in the river Lark 
upstream of Mildenhall where habitats are being improved, whilst, 

¶ to ensure river management for flood defence is sustainable and affordable going into 
the future, and 

¶ to use the opportunity to enhance the areas around the Lark for recreation and 
enjoyment by local communities (Fig 1) 

http://www.brecks.org/bfer
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Fig 1. Proposed Park area 
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Background 

A feasibility study commissioned by the Environment Agency in 2018 investigated fish 

passage options in Mildenhall as part of the development stage for the BFER Scheme.  

At the time of the study a large breach across Gas Pool Island appeared and threatened to 

divert the whole river across the island (Fig 2). In response, the EA lowered the river 

temporarily using the Gas Pool sluice (Fig 3) so the landowner could carry out repairs.  

The scope of the study was broadened to include an investigation of the cause of these historic 

breaches, as well as the function of the river and options for improving fish passage at Turf 

Lock and Gas Pool sluice.  

 

Fig 2. Flooding across the island in 2018 
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Fig 3. Gas Pool sluice, automated sluice gate and weir 

 

Findings of the feasibly study 

Flooding 

The report found that the bank breaches were the result of the river having been raised above 

the surrounding land. This has left the river perched unnaturally above the natural flood plain 

(Fig 4). The water level was artificially engineered in 1714 when the Lark was constructed into 

a canal. This can be seen best in Jubilee Fields near Sainsburys, where surrounding land 

levels are a lot lower than the river, and the water is perched high above the flood plain. As a 

result, the river is constantly pushing down and outward trying to get to the lower ground.  

Also, American Signal Crayfish (a non-native invasive species) are now widespread in the 

Lark: their burrows have been weakening the embankments and accelerating bank leaks. 

The EA, along with other landowners have spent over £100k on ad-hoc bank works over the 

last 15 years. The most significant bank failure took place at Norah Hanbury meadows in 2011, 

flooding large areas, and cutting off the footpath to Barton Mills (Fig 5). As the navigation 

banks continue to age and degrade, it is expected that costs and incidents of bank failure will 

continue to rise for the town and landowners. 
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Fig 4. LIDAR map of the river at Jubilee Fields, the river is elevated above the surrounds land 

 

 

 

Fig 5. Large bank breach in 2011 filling up Norah Hanbury Meadows in 2011 

The report highlighted that Gas Pool sluice currently has two functions; it holds a level of 

water for amenity and discharges flood water. The structure could get blocked or fail leading 

to over topping (Fig 6). The report found that removing the gate and weir would lower the 

flood risk in Mildenhall, eliminate the risk of blockage or gate failure whilst reducing the risk 

of bank failure.  
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Fig 6. Flooding to Mildenhall Jubilee Fields in winter 20/21 

 

Back Channel 

The back channel that flows around the north of Gas Pool Island and passes the Riverside 

Hotel and Parkers Mill historically is silted up and stagnant in the summer (Fig 7).  

It was found that water only discharges in the back channel because of leakages in the 

structure rather than structure operation. Water also does not discharge through Parkers Mill 

as the gate is closed and the hydropower turbine has never been commissioned.  

The report found that by creating a new channel around Gas Pool side sluice (Fig 8) and 

splitting the flows will stop the accumulation of duck weed and reduce silt build up whilst 

ensuring the river functions better and creates fish passage for returning migratory species.  
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Fig 7. Back channel around Parkers Mill, structure that discharges in the Gas Pool 

 

Fig 8. Gas Pool side sluices 


