
Table 1. Naturalness class descriptions. 

Class1 Naturalness components 

Physical Hydrological Chemical Biological 

1 No evidence of human physical modifications within the reach 

– channel straightening/deepening/ widening, bank reprofiiling 

or reinforcements, impounding structures (weirs/dams). At 

least patchy cover (>1/3 of surveyed length) of riparian trees*, 

providing leaf litter and woody material to the channel, some of 

which is retained. Tree roots strongly influencing channel 

dynamics (patterns of erosion and deposition, channel 

sinuosity). Riparian zone (up to 5 metres from bank top) with 

semi-natural vegetation. 

No evidence of impacts on the natural flow regime 

from abstraction, diversion, upstream impoundment 

or discharges (e.g. abstraction pipes or pumps, 

leats, discharge pipes, upstream artificial lakes).  

Note that if the reach is in the headwaters it may 

naturally dry up in the summer months – such 

naturally intermittent stream sections are highly 

important for a range of specialist species.  

No evidence of pollution within the reach. No sewage fungus, or 

substantial filamentous algal growths that are likely to be attributable to 

nutrient enrichment. No direct effluent discharges. No evidence of 

artificially enhanced input of fine sediment. 

If used, water quality test kits do not register any positive results. 

Biological sampling indicates no impacts on water or sediment quality. 

No evidence of non-native species 

(plants or animals). As a minimum 

assessment this should include 

Himalayan Balsam, Japanese 

knotweed and Giant Hogweed.  

2 Physical modifications (described above) of limited spatial 

extent within the reach - no more than 5% of surveyed length). 

BUT no artificial impounding structures. At least patchy cover 

(>1/3 of channel length) of riparian trees*, providing leaf litter 

and woody material to the channel, some of which is retained. 

Tree roots having some influence on channel dynamics 

(patterns of erosion and deposition, channel sinuosity). 

Riparian zone (up to 5 metres from bank top) with semi-natural 

vegetation. 

Evidence of minor impacts on the natural flow 

regime from abstraction, diversion, upstream 

impoundment or discharges (e.g. abstraction or 

discharge points creating a discernible difference in 

flow).  

Evidence of low-level pollution. Small amounts of sewage fungus in the 

reach, or patches of filamentous algal growth that are likely to be 

attributable to nutrient enrichment (e.g. downstream of effluent 

discharge). Low-level evidence of artificially enhanced input of fine 

sediment. 

If used, water quality test kits register positive results but at low 

concentrations. Biological sampling indicates only minor impacts on water 

or sediment quality. 

One or more non-native species 

are present in small numbers or 

spatial extent. Non-native plants 

should occupy no more than 5% of 

channel length. Non-native 

animals (e.g. signal crayfish) 

should rarely be encountered 

during searches. 

3 Physical modifications of moderate spatial extent – no more 

than 30% of reach length. Artificial impounding structures may 

be present but rare and with limited impact on physical habitat 

or free movement of species.  

Evidence of moderate impacts on the natural flow 

regime from abstraction, diversion, upstream 

impoundment or discharges. e.g. abstraction or 

discharge points creating an appreciable difference 

in flow. 

There may be moderate levels of filamentous algal growth or sewage 

fungus through most of the reach. Moderate evidence of artificially 

enhanced input of fine sediment.  

If used, water quality test kits register moderate levels of pollution. 

Biological sampling indicates moderate impacts on water or sediment 

quality. 

One or more non-native species 

have a significant presence in the 

reach, occupying up to 25% of the 

reach. 

4 Physical modifications extensive – more than 30% of reach 

length but still some segments of natural channel and bank. 

And/or artificial impoundments have a considerable impact on 

physical habitat. 

Natural flows are heavily depleted by abstraction, 

upstream impoundment or water diversion  

There may be high levels of filamentous algal growth or sewage fungus 

through most of the reach. High levels of evidence of artificially enhanced 

input of fine sediment.  

If used, water quality test kits register high levels of pollution. . Biological 

sampling indicates high impact on water or sediment quality. 

One or more non-native species 

are a major component of the flora 

or fauna, occupying up to 60% of 

reach length. 

5 Physically modified throughout the reach (i.e. 100% of reach 

length). Channel is uniformly straightened and oversized, or 

with reinforced banks. 

The reach is dry for the majority of the year due to 

abstraction or water diversion.  

Major pollution issues. There may be very high levels of filamentous algal 

growth or sewage fungus throughout the reach, or chronically poor water 

clarity (not just after heavy rain). Major evidence of artificially enhanced 

input of fine sediment. 

If used, water quality test kits register very high pollutant concentrations. 

Biological sampling indicates high impact on water or sediment quality - 

very few types of aquatic invertebrates present. 

One or more non-native species 

are widespread in the reach, 

dominating the riparian zone or the 

channel.  

* Riparian trees should be present where natural environmental conditions allow, which includes higher altitudes up to at least 700 metres (Natural England 2018).


