
 Otters live on land and in water 

 They are top carnivores. They eat mostly fish (eels are their favourite), but also frogs 

and birds! 

 They are very well adapted to living in water. They have webbed feet, streamlined 

bodies, thick tails that they use for steering, and dense fur for waterproofing. They can 

even close their ears and nostrils under water! 

 They rest and bring up their young in a home called a ‘holt’. They may have many holts 

within their territory, which may be 10 miles of river 

 Otters are usually nocturnal, so you’ll be lucky if you see one. They mark their territory 

with their droppings, known as spraints  - look out for these on stones along the 

riverbank 

 Otter numbers have been really affected by human actions including changes to river 

banks and pollution from farming. Their numbers are slowly increasing thanks to laws 

protecting them and improvements to rivers 

 
 
 

Otter                                                       Lutra lutra  
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 Atlantic salmon can survive in both fresh and salt water and migrate thousands of 
miles in their lifetime 

 Salmon are carnivores. The young feed on freshwater invertebrates, such as insect 
larvae, and as they grow bigger they eat other fish 

 The young have different markings from the adults - people used to think they were 
different species! 

 The adults lay their eggs in a ‘redd’. They make this shallow nest in a area with fast-
flowing clear water and gravel with no mud 

 The young live in the river for up to 5 years before migrating thousands of miles to the 
north Atlantic Ocean 

 Adult salmon return to lay eggs in the same river where they were born 

 Adults can be up to 1.5 m long and weigh 30kg.  

 They stop feeding when they come back to lay eggs and become quite aggressive; 
biting and lashing out at anything they see as a threat  

 Salmon numbers are in steep decline. One reason is the barriers they face when trying 
to migrate back upstream, such as weirs; the other is pollution, as they need clean, 
unpolluted water to survive and clean gravel without too much soil to lay their eggs. 

 

 

 
Atlantic salmon                                   Salmo salar  

 



 Brown/Sea trout vary so much in appearance, size and life cycle that people use to think 
there were 50 different species! 

 Even though they are the same species, some trout migrate out to sea as adults (we call 
these ‘Sea’ Trout) and some live in the rivers and lakes their whole lives (we call these 
‘Brown’ Trout) 

 Trout lay their eggs in nests (known as redds) in the river gravel. The gravel needs to be 
loose, with a good flow of water passing through with no mud 

 They are carnivores and feed on anything smaller than they are—from small invertebrates 
to other fish.  

 The adult trout lay eggs in the same river where they were born.  

 Trout can change colour. They get darker when angry, lighter when being submissive,. They 
can also change colour in response to changing background colour. 

 Trout numbers have declined and this is mostly due to pollution in rivers. Soil washing into 
rivers, is a big problem when they come to laying their eggs.  

 

 
Brown/Sea trout                               Salmo trutta  
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 Lamprey are an ancient type of fish that have been 
around since before the dinosaurs!  

 They have very strange sucker-like mouthparts, with 
lots of teeth. They are long and thin and snake-like 
in shape  

 They have seven pairs of breathing holes on each side of their body 

 Three different species of Lamprey live in West Cumbria; the Brook Lamprey, the River 
Lamprey and the Sea Lamprey 

 The Brook Lamprey is the smallest it grows up to 25cm, the River Lamprey can reach 50cm, 
but the Sea Lamprey is biggest, growing up to 1.2m long! 

 They lay their eggs in clean sandy gravels. The young lamprey move to an area of soft mud 
where they grow, feeding on the algae, bacteria and detritus in the mud 

 River and Sea Lamprey migrate spending part of their lives at sea. They can spend five 
years in the mud before growing into an adult and going out to sea. They also feed as a 
parasite on fish, attaching themselves with their sucker-like mouths. Sometimes they cling 
onto other fish just to get a lift! 

 Lamprey numbers are dropping. One of the reasons is due to man-made barriers in the 
river such as weirs. Lamprey are not strong swimmers and struggle to pass them 
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 Eels are born about 3,000 miles away in the Sargasso Sea near America 

  it takes 3 years for the young eels to travel across the Atlantic Ocean and reach UK rivers.  

 Young eels are transparent (see-through), but gradually turn dark green / brown with a 
silvery belly. Adult eels are long and snake-like, and can grow up to 1m long. 

 They live in rivers and lakes but can also crawl over wet ground to get to ponds. They prefer 
living in dark waters or waters with plenty of mud at the bottom where they are well 
camouflaged.  

 Eels are nocturnal. They  scavenge for food, preying on dead and dying animals, fish and 
invertebrates.  

 An eel may live in our rivers for 6 to 20 years, before starting its 3,000 mile journey back 
across the Atlantic Ocean to the Sargasso Sea to lay eggs. 

 It is estimated that European Eel numbers have declined (gone down) by 90% in the last 20 
years. One reason is human-made barriers in the rivers like weirs which can stop them from 
migrating. 

 To find out more about eels and their migration, see: www.bbc.co.uk/newsround/32625346  

 
 

European eel                              Anguilla anguilla  
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 Bullhead are a small, funny-shaped fish, with a very large head, and large fins  

 They live on the bottom of fast flowing, stony rivers and streams 

 They feed on invertebrates such as mayfly and caddisfly larvae, and the eggs of other fish  

 Unlike most fish, they have no swim bladder to help them float.  They dart from place to 

place on the bottom of the river bed.  

 Their flat underbelly helps them lie close to the bottom of the river, where the current is 

weaker and to hide in small gaps between stones. 

 The females lay 200-250 yellow eggs in April and May (which are only 2mm big!), usually 

on the underside of a small nest of stones.  

 It is the male who guards the eggs. He fans them with his fins to ensure a constant supply 

of water with lots of oxygen. He does this for three weeks, until the fry (young fish) hatch 

out. 

 They are sensitive to pollution and their numbers have decreased in recent years. 

 

 
Bullhead                                             Cottus gobio  

 



 Kingfishers are carnivores. They eat mainly small fish, (minnows and sticklebacks are 
their favourites), but will also eat invertebrates and tadpoles  

 They fish in slow-moving, shallow rivers or streams by sitting on branches 
overhanging the water 

 They dive into the water with their eyes closed and beak open, having worked out 
how far beneath the surface the prey is when watching from their perch!  

 Kingfishers must eat at least their own bodyweight of fish each day.  

 An adult kingfisher can eat a fish half its own body size 

 They nest inside a burrow dug in the riverbank with their beak.  This means the babies 
are at risk if the river floods 

 Baby kingfishers can eat up to 18 fish every day and the adults may be feeding 7 
chicks 

 Their numbers have been affected by river pollution, and damage to riverbanks, 
which makes it difficult for them to find a place to nest. 

 www.rspb.org.uk/birds-and-wildlife/bird-and-wildlife-guides/bird-a-z/k/kingfisher/
index.aspx  

 

 
Kingfisher                                      Alcedo atthis  
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 Dippers like to live in clear fast flowing rivers and streams, and can often be seen 
perched on a rock, bobbing up and down, pointing their short tail in the air.  

 They mainly feed underwater on freshwater invertebrates (mayfly nymphs, caddis fly 
larvae and freshwater shrimps are their favourite).  

 They hunt their prey by walking along on the stream or river bed, sometime using 
their wings to ‘fly’ through the water  

 They have a beautiful warbling song which can be heard loud and clear above the 
noise of the rushing water.  

 They make a cosy nest in a little hole or cave beside the water, sometimes using man-
made structures such as bridges and walls. 

 Their numbers can be affected by any river pollution that reduces their prey. 

 www.rspb.org.uk/birds-and-wildlife/bird-and-wildlife-guides/bird-a-z/d/dipper/
index.aspx  

 

 
Dipper                                              Cinclus cinclus  
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 Herons are the UK’s tallest bird. They have long legs, a long neck, and a long bill, 

 They can stand still for ages hunting their prey.   

 They mainly eat fish, but will also eat the young of other water birds, amphibians and 
sometimes even small mammals and snakes! 

 When they fly they tuck their neck into their chest and let their long legs trail behind 
them, and their wings make a curved m-shape. 

 They are solitary (live alone) most of the year, but gather together when nesting, in a 
group known as a heronry. They nest in the same place each year, 

 Their twiggy messy nests are made at the top of a tall tree; one tree may have up to six 
nests! 

 Herons can be affected if they eat fish from polluted water. 

 www.rspb.org.uk/birds-and-wildlife/bird-and-wildlife-guides/bird-a-z/g/greyheron/
index.aspx  

 
 

Grey heron                                      Ardea cinerea  
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 Cased caddisfly are invertebrates and insects 

 They are herbivores and eat plants. 

 The young (larvae) make themselves a case in which to live. They use small stones, sand 

or bits of plants all glued together with a special silk  Different species use different 

materials—some even use tiny snail shells!  

 When they are ready to pupate they close up the open end of their home. The adult 

bites its way out of the case and floats to the surface of the water. 

 The adult caddis flies look a bit like moths. They are nocturnal and mainly live near 

water. 

 Some people have worked out that they can used the larvae to make beautiful 

jewellery. They keep the cased caddis fly larvae in a tank and provide them with a 

selection of gold and precious stones to make their case with. When the larvae grow 

into adults and abandon their cases their cast-offs are made into jewellery! 

 They are affected by pollution and only live in clean, unpolluted water. 

 
 

Cased caddisfly larvae                      
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 Stonefly are invertebrates and insects 

 The nymphs (babies) live in fast-flowing areas of rivers and streams 

 They have two long tails 

 They have strong claws to help them cling onto rocks, stopping them from being washed 

downstream. 

 They are carnivores and eat other tiny invertebrates. 

 If the flow of water slows down, the nymphs do ‘push-ups’ to help move the water over 

their body, to help them get more oxygen from the water  

 The nymphs can live for 2-3 years in the water. When they are ready to turn into an 

adult, the nymph climbs out of the water on to a rock nearby. The skin splits and the 

adult fly comes out of it.  

 The adults are flies that live near the water where they hatched. They may only live for 

two to three weeks. 

 Stonefly nymphs are so sensitive to pollution, that if you find them in a river it shows 

that it is really clean 

 
 

Stonefly nymph                                    
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 Mayflies are invertebrates and insects 

 There are different types of mayflies. They all have 3 tails. 

 The young (nymphs) live in freshwater ponds, lakes, rivers and streams.  

 All mayfly nymphs have gills along their abdomen. They flutter them to increase the flow 

of water across them, so that they can get lots of oxygen from it.  

 Burrowing mayfly nymphs live in slow flowing areas of streams and rivers called pools. 

They use their short strong legs to dig a little burrow in the sand and silt. They are 

detritivores—they eat decaying plants in the river bed 

 Flattened mayfly nymphs are really flat! They live in fast flowing water and have strong 

claws to cling onto smooth rocks and cobbles. They are herbivores. 

 Swimming mayfly are strong swimmers and have a streamlined shape so they can live in 

fast flowing water. They dart between stones and plants and have strong legs for 

gripping on. They are herbivores, and feed on algae. 

 All the adults of one species hatch from the water at the same time! Some species live 

only a day or two—they don’t even have mouths, so they can’t eat! 

 They need clean, unpolluted water (particularly the flattened and burrowing species). 

 www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p003km7v 

 www.wear-rivers-trust.org.uk/uploads/teachers-intro.pdf  

 

 
 

Mayfly nymphs                           
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 Grey Wagtails are much more colourful than their name suggests, as they have a 

bright yellow belly. 

 The constantly wag their long tails up and down as they walk along the water’s edge or 

perch on a boulder watching for insects.  

 They are related to pied wagtails that you might see on your school field which are just 

black and white 

 They live along fast flowing rivers and streams, and fly out over the water to chase 

their prey such as flies, midges and mayflies. Sometimes they may even capture a 

small dragonfly or water beetle. They  also look for food in the shallow water at the 

edge of a pool. 

 Their nests are usually built near the water in a hole in a wall or tree. 

 For more information and to hear their call:                                                       

www.rspb.org.uk/birds-and-wildlife/bird-and-wildlife-guides/bird-a-z/g/greywagtail/

index.aspx  

 
 
Grey wagtail                                                       Motacilla cinerea  
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 Stone loaches usually live at the bottom of fast flowing streams and rivers.  

 They partly bury themselves in the gravel and stones, where they are very well 

camouflaged.  

 They are carnivores, and feed on invertebrates like freshwater shrimps and insect 

larvae on the stream / river bed.   

 Stone loaches are mostly active at night, using their big whisker-like ’barbels’ (which 

have their taste-buds inside) to help them find their prey in the dark.  

 Their eyes are high up on top of their heads, so that they can look out for danger in 

the water above them. 

 They can tolerate a small amount of pollution from farming, they are very sensitive 

to other types of pollution.  

 
 
Stone loach                                                   Barbatula barbatula  

 



 Goosander are fish-eating ’diving ducks’. Like all ducks they have large webbed feet, 

which help them swim  

 Their long bills have jagged edges like teeth that help them catch and hold onto their 

slippery prey (they are part of a group of ducks known as ‘saw bills’).  

 Their bodies are long and streamlined, perfect for swimming after fish. 

 The males have to be a good mover to attract a mate —females are only interested if 

they can dance well 

 The females nests up in a hollow tree or in hole in a river bank. The chicks jump out of 

the nest just 2 days after hatching! 

 Their love of salmon and trout has brought it them into conflict with some fishermen, 

especially in areas where they gather in flocks.  

 This photo is of a male. The female has a brown head and grey body! 

 For more information and to hear their call  :                                                          

www.rspb.org.uk/birds-and-wildlife/bird-and-wildlife-guides/bird-a-z/g/goosander/ 

 
 

Goosander                              Mergus merganser  
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 Flatworms are invertebrates 

 They are dark in colour and up to about 1cm long, but they can change shape and 

stretch out or contract quite a lot. 

 They look like they have small “horns” sticking out from the sides of their head 

 They can stick to rocks to avoid getting washed away 

 Flatworms move by gliding along the surface of rocks; they have tiny little hairs 

underneath that beat together in a wave to move the flatworm along, on top of a thin 

layer of slime that they make 

 Flatworms are carnivores and eat small invertebrates that get caught on their slime trail. 

Some species extend their stomach out of their body to swallow and digest their prey! 

 Their superpower is that they can ‘breathe’ through their skin 

 Amazingly, flatworms can survive being cut into pieces and within a few weeks the 

missing part will grow back 
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 Freshwater shrimp are a type of invertebrate called a crustacean. They are related to 

crabs 

 They live at the bottom of ponds, lakes, rivers and streams in between stones 

 They swim on their side, have lots of legs and are shaped like a comma 

 They can be up to 2cm long 

 They breathe through gills on their legs 

 Freshwater shrimps are detritivores. They feed on dead stuff that has sunk to the 

bottom and got trapped between stones 

 They are sometimes found in pairs, the male is bigger than the female 

 The male looks after the eggs 

 

 
 

Freshwater shrimp                   Gammarus pulex  

 



 

 Blackfly are invertebrates and insects 

 The larvae (young) live in fast flowing water, attached to rocks 

 They are ‘club-shaped’ and up to 1cm long 

 They cling to rocks with a sucker at the wider end.  

 They move by looping along rocks 

 To catch their food, they spin a net of silk above their head (the narrow end) 

 They feed on anything that floats by in the water so they are omnivores 

 If they get washed away, they throw out a thread made of silk like Spiderman. They 

also use the silk to help them cling onto rocks. 

 Adults are flies that live near water 

 Only the female adult flies bite people 

 

 

Blackfly larva                                  

 



 The freshwater pearl mussel is a type of invertebrate called a mollusc, like snails 

 They live in clean, cool, fast-flowing rivers. 

 A hard shell protects their soft body inside.  

 They can grow up to 15cm and live over 100 years! 

 They feed by filtering tiny algae and bacteria from the water with their gills, which 

work like mini nets to capture their food. 

 They have an unusual life cycle. Adult mussels release up to 4 million tiny young in 

the summer. The young then need to be sucked up by a young salmon or trout, they 

clamp onto its gills then stay inside the fish until the following spring, when then 

they drop off. They have to land in clean gravel or sand, or they will not survive. 

 They are under threat because their rivers have been polluted and people have killed 

them to get pearls. They are also affected by soil washing into rivers as this covers 

the bed of the river where they live.  

 Cumbria has the largest population of breeding freshwater pearl mussels in England 

 Adult pearl mussels filter 50 litres of water a day (as much as you use when you have 

a shower!). They clean so much water that they clean the river for other animals. 

 

 

Freshwater pearl mussel   

Margaritifera margaritifera 

 



 The white-clawed crayfish is the UK’s largest native invertebrate. It can grow up to 
12cm long, and live for 12 years! It is a crustacean, like crabs and lobsters. 

 They live in clean fast-flowing rivers and streams, with places to hide such as 
underwater tree roots, plants and stony river beds. They need to live in water that 
contains minerals to build their body armour (exoskeleton) in the same way as we 
need calcium to grow bones, teeth and nails. 

 They are nocturnal creatures and feed on a wide range of things including small 
plants, other invertebrates, and detritus.  

 Crayfish mothers carry their eggs for 9 months until they hatch; the young then hitch 
a lift on their mothers back for two weeks, mainly for protection! 

 White-clawed at risk of extinction in the UK. They are very sensitive to pollution, but 
the other reason is because humans introduced another other species of crayfish to 
UK rivers (Signal crayfish); it not only eats them, but also gives them a deadly disease.  

 Factsheets about crayfish and crayfish lifecycle:                                   

www.buglife.org.uk/crayfish-for-everyone;  

 

 
White-clawed crayfish   

Austropotamobius pallipes  
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