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Introduction
England’s freshwater natural capital includes 47,600 km of rivers, 492 km2 of lakes and standing waters and 178 km2 of ponds 

and several thousand km of canals. The condition of our fisheries and the benefits we gain from them depend on the condition 

of these rivers, canals, lakes and ponds. 

The Natural Capital of Freshwater Fisheries in England report details the natural capital account that we have developed for 

freshwater fisheries in England. The report includes all freshwater fisheries (including salmon, trout, grayling and coarse fish), 

the ecosystem services they provide and the benefits to recreational anglers, the wider economy and commercial fisheries 

(excluding aquaculture). 

The natural capital approach is central to the government’s 25 Year Environment Plani , which states that:

“Natural capital is the sum of our ecosystems, species, freshwater, land, soils, 

minerals, our air and our seas…This value is not captured by traditional accounting 

methods and is too often ignored in management and policy decisions. But when 

we use a natural capital approach, we are more likely to take better and more 

efficient decisions that can support environmental enhancement and help deliver 

benefits such as reduced long-term flood risk, increases in wildlife, and a boost to 

long-term prosperity.”

We aim to develop natural capital accounts for freshwater fisheries at different scales (national, River Basin District, river etc). 

Our work will be consistent with Defra guidance on “enabling a natural capital approach” and will provide effective decision 

support as policy and decision makers at all levels, work to restore our natural capital.
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Under the natural 

capital approach, 

we view the natural 

environment as a 

stock of assets.  

These assets provide 

a flow of ecosystem 

services to people, 

who benefit from 

them, and therefore 

value them. 

The fisheries natural capital account follows the same approach in presenting the key indicators for our ecosystem assets, 

ecosystems services and the benefits we gain from them. The account is summarised over two pages below and is fully 

explained and referenced in the body of the report and appendix. 

Key findings

 ● Only 15% of waterbodies were in good ecological health in 2019, with none meeting 

good chemical standards; there has been little overall change since 2009. 

 ● Salmon are at risk in 93% of the rivers in England. 

 ● Despite these concerns, England’s water bodies provide enjoyment for almost one 

million anglers and 17 million angling days. 

 ● Annual expenditure by anglers of £1.6 billion supports £1.4 billion of additional 

economic activity.   

 ● In addition, anglers enjoy around £250 million of benefits per year. 

 ● Overall benefits of £1.7 billion are equivalent to £300 of consumer surplus and £1,700 

of additional economic activity per year for the average angler. 

 ● In addition, very significant physical and mental health and biodiversity benefits are 

closely associated with recreational fishing.

Above: The Natural Capital Logic Chainii
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Ecosystem asset Ecosystem services Benefits and values

Extent

Asset 

Quality

Fish 

population

Cultural

Asset Indicator Indicator 

value

5-year 

trend

River length (‘000 km)

Lakes and standing waters (km2)

Ponds (km2)

47.6

492

178

=

=

=

River water quality; ecological 
status (% good, 2019) WFD

Canal water quality; ecological 
status (% good, 2019) WFD

15% =

51% =

Lake water quality; ecological 
status (% good, 2019) WFD 14% =

Surface water quality chemical 
status (% good, 2019) WFD 0% =

Ecological Quality Ratio - EQR            
(% ‘good’ or better)

23% =

Principal salmon rivers at risk (%) 93%

Indicators for assets supporting 
fishing

No suitable national level indicators 
identified

Ecosystem Service Indicator Quantity 5-year trend Confidence

Wild Fish and 
their outputs

- Eels and elvers caught (value £)

# of sea trout caught by rod 
(declared 2019)    

38020

# of salmon caught by rod (declared 

2019)   

- Trout and Grayling

- Coarse Fish

25619

7911

Not available

Not available

Biodiversity/
thriving wildlife

No comprehensive indicator 

selected

Cultural 
services: 
Experiential 
and physical 
use

Number of angling days (million/
year)   

Lakes, reservoirs and ponds   

 Coarse Fish

Trout and Grayling

17.0

11.8

1.1

1.9

Number of individual anglers (2019) 835,000

Salmon and Sea Trout 0.1

Eels Not available

Rivers and streams 4.1

Canals

15.1

Benefit Significance  
 (1 low to 3 high)

Indicator Annual 
benefit 
£ millions

Confidence

Benefits from 
provisioning 
services 
(Food)

Value of commercial 

catch 0.04 1

Benefits 
from thriving 
wildlife

Benefits from thriving 

wildlife 
Not 

estimated3

Cultural 
wellbeing

Total expenditure 
by anglers 16003

Income supported 
(GVA) from total 
expenditure by anglers

1400

Coarse fish 1210

GVA broken down by:-

Trout & Grayling 150

Salmon & Sea trout 10

Consumer surplus 

from fishing 
250

Physical and mental 
health and other 
benefits of fishing

Not 

estimated

Total quantified 
benefits

1650

3

3

3

3

3

3

3

Significance of 
unquantified 
benefits

High3

Natural Capital Account for Freshwater Fisheries in England (2019)

Notes: Confidence in values: Red is low, Amber 
is medium, Green is high. Benefit values are 
rounded to nearest 10 or 100 million. See 
the Appendix for sources, calculations and 
assumptions

Total 
benefits
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Ecosystem Assets
The 25 Year Environment Plan lays out clear goals for ‘clean and plentiful’ water and ‘thriving plants and wildlife. 

 

But analysis of Environment Agency (EA) data shows that only 15% of waterbodies were in good ecological health in 2019, with 

none meeting good chemical standards. Furthermore, there has been little change in the overall number of surface water bodies 

awarded high or good ecological status since 2009 iii.

Ecosystem Services

It states that “we will achieve clean and plentiful water by improving at 

least three quarters of our waters to be close to their natural state as 

soon as is practicable … and … we will achieve a growing and resilient 

network of land, water and sea that is richer in plants and wildlife.” 

Freshwater biodiversity has declined dramatically around the world; WWF reports an 83% decline in the freshwater living planet 

indexiiii since 1970 . This decline is also evident in England with many indicators for freshwater fisheries ecosystem services, 

giving major cause for concern.

 ● Fisheries statistics published annually by the Environment Agency show that salmon are ‘at risk’ in 93% of the rivers in 

England. Declining catches of salmon and sea trout show that the proportion of rivers at risk has increased over the 

last five years.  

 ● The annual catch of eels and elvers is also declining and below the average for the last 5 years. Eels have been 

designated as a priority species under the UK Post-2010 Biodiversity Framework and are listed as Critically 

Endangered on the global IUCN Red List of Threatened Species.   

 ● The Ecological Quality Ratio (EQR) provides an indication of the ecological state of England’s freshwater assets. Data 

collected by the Environment Agency and processed by The Rivers Trust suggests that only 23% of sites have an EQR 

of good/high or above.

©Moy Wiliams
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Despite these concerns, around 835,000 individuals enjoyed freshwater angling in 2019 with an increase of 15% during the 

pandemic in 2020. Recreational anglers fish for around 20 days per year and enjoy a total of 17 million angling days per year. 

Almost 70% of angling days take place on still waters (lakes, reservoirs and ponds), mainly for coarse fish. The remaining 30% 

takes place in rivers and streams (24%) and canals (6%). 

Benefits and Values

We estimate the monetary value of benefits from freshwater fisheries in 

England is of the order of £1.7 billion per annum.  

Health and Wellbeing
In addition, there is increasing evidence of very significant physical, mental and other benefits from recreational activity and 

nature – which are closely associated with recreational fishing. The biodiversity benefits associated with freshwater fisheries are 

also highly significant. 

---- 

For more information, read the full report here or take a look at our Storymap on Natural Capital. 
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This is comprised of household income gross value added (GVA) of ~£1.4 billion and consumer surplus of ~£250 million. GVA 

represents the level of economic activity supported by expenditure on fishing. In this case, annual expenditure by anglers of 

~£1.6 billion supports ~£1.4 billion of additional economic activity. 

Economists use the concept of consumer surplus to quantify welfare benefits that accrue directly to anglers. In the report, we 

use the benefit of an improvement of fishing quality from low to medium as an indication of the benefit of maintaining waterbody 

fishing quality at medium or better. This value (~£35/angler day), based on revealed and stated preference analysis conducted 

for the EA in 2015, includes benefits to existing anglers and the benefits resulting from an increase in angling. On this basis, we 

estimate that anglers enjoy around £250 million of consumer surplus per year. 

Most (89%), of the £1.7 billion of benefits, is related to coarse angling, since this accounts for most angling days. Brown & rain-

bow trout & grayling angling (11%) and salmon & sea trout angling (1%) provide benefits of around £190 million per year. Salmon 

and sea trout anglers spend more (per day and per angler) than coarse anglers and may also enjoy higher levels of consumer 

surplus from fishing; for example non-trip related expenditure per angler day is estimated to be ~ £43 across all types, but ~ 

£68 for salmon and sea trout. 

The benefits from freshwater fisheries that we can value in money terms provide total annual benefits of £1.7 billion per year. 

This is equivalent to £300 of consumer surplus and £1,700 of GVA per year for the average angler. The GVA provides direct 

benefits to the economy and employment through angler expenditure on travel, food, accommodation, tackle, clothing, licences 

and fees etc. 

©Moy Wiliams
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