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Freshwater Fish of Norfolk

Mammals, Birds, Reptiles, Amphibians, Fish ï

we are all familiar with the five classes of 

vertebrates, but the fish are perhaps the least well 

known to the modern generation of naturalists.

This has not always been the case, Sir Thomas 

Browne writing in the 17th century was particularly 

interested in birds and fishes. ñLampries great and 

small found plentifully in Norwich river and even in 

the Citty about May whereof some are very large 

and well cooked are counted a dayntie bitt 

especially in pyes.ò

In the 1800ôs, Richard Lubbock described the 

prodigious harvests of fish and birds eggs still 

available to the marshmen in the Broads.

In the mid 20th century Ted Ellis also included a 

chapter on freshwater fish in his book on the 

Broads (Collins New Naturalist no 46, 1965).

The most recent studies are by the Environment 

Agency and we grateful to them for supplying 

records to the Norfolk Biodiversity Information 

Service, who in turn have made their data available 

to the Society for the production of maps.

This presentation is now shared in the hope that it 

will encourage others to be less neglectful of this 

group, and to help observers put a name to at least 

some of the fishes which they may see in our 

clearer rivers and streams.

Norfolk river systems

Distribution maps in the species accounts show the 2km 

squares within which species have been recorded.
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Bleak 
Alburnus alburnus

A small, silver shoaling fish which is usually 
seen near the shores of lakes or slow 
flowing rivers. It is greenish on the back, 
and has rather a long anal fin.  It typically 
reaches 12-15cm at maturity.

In Norfolk it is restricted to the Great Ouse 

and the River Wissey, and a few other 

Fenland waters.
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Barbel 
Barbus barbus

A fairly large, olive green shoaling fish, 

maturing at 30-50cms.  It has a projecting 

snout with four distinstive barbels.

It lives on the bottom of the middle reaches 

of fast, clear rivers.  In Norfolk it is recorded 

from just four tetrads along the River 

Wensum, at Drayton and Costessey in 

1990, and Ringland and Lenwade in 2008.

2700

2800

2900

3000

3100

3200

3300

3400

3500

5400 5500 5600 5700 5800 5900 6000 6100 6200 6300 6400 6500 6600



Common Bream
Abramis brama

Found in large shoals in slow-moving rivers 

and broads. Mature fish reach 30-40cms or 

more and are bottom-feeding fish taking 

molluscs, worms and insect larvae from the 

mud.

Spawning takes place in May in shallow 

water, with the fish rolling and breaking the 

surface.

Silver Bream
Abramis bjoerkna

Silver Bream differ from Common Bream in being silvery with a 

greenish back, and having red-based and grey-tipped lower fins.

NBIS data record them only from the west of the county, although Ellis 

reported that they were present in most of the Broads in the mid-20th

century and particularly abundant in Fritton Lake.
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Burbot
Lota lota

Last recorded in Norfolk in 1941 on the River Thet at East Harling. Nationally there have been no 

documented catches since the 1970s and it is believed to be extinct in Gt Britain.

It is a large, bottom-living fish maturing at 40-80cms, and is a freshwater relative of the Cod. It is generally 

marbled brownish, greyish, greenish and yellowish and has three distinct barbels, including a prominent one 

on the lower jaw.

It has a long anal fin, a blunt tail fin, and two dorsal fins with the posterior one matching the anal fin for 

length..



Carp
Cyprinus carpio

Carp are a non-native fish, introduced to Britain 

many centuries ago.  They were a favourite 

alternative to meat in monastic communities which 

kept them in artificial ponds. Feral fish prefer slow 

moving or still water surrounded by dense 

vegetation.
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They were present in the Broads to the end of the 

19th century but subsequently became scarce 

possibly because of the effect of increasing 

incursion by sea water.

Present in Fenland waters where they are said to 

be increasing (Eastern Daily Press, September 2009).



Crucian Carp
Carassius carassius

Crucian Carp is a freshwater fish that is native to 

south-east England, but which has declined in 

recent decades. Recent research funded by Norfolk 

Biodiversity Partnership found the fish in just six out 

of 24 ponds in North Norfolk which were known to 

have contained Crucian Carp in the 1970s-80s.

Declines are believed to be linked to droughts, 

decline in pond management and hybridisation / 

competition with introduced Common Carp and 

Goldfish.
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As a result of these studies Crucian Carp has been 

designated a Local Biodiversity action Plan species 

in Norfolk.

Based on an article by Dr Carl Sayer (UCL), Prof. Gordon H. 

Copp (Cefas-Lowestoft) and Mr Keith J. Wesley (Bedwell 

Fisheries Services, first published in Norfolk Biodiversity 

Partnership Winter Update 2010.

Crucian Carp at one of the North Norfolk study ponds - Dr Carl Sayer



Chub
Leuciscus cephalus

Ellis reported that the Chub was not 

indigenous to any of the eastward-flowing 

rivers in Norfolk, but did occur in the west.  

It was introduced to the Bure and the 

Waveney in the mid 20th century, and is 

now well established in the Wensum 

catchment area.

Similar to Dace but maturing larger to 

40cm and having black-edged scales and 

less deeply cut tail fin. 
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Dace
Leuciscus leuciscus

The Dace is common in the upper parts of 

rivers throughout the county.  Ellis 

reported that it sometimes wandered 

downstream to reach some of the Broads.

It matures at 15-25cms and has yellowish 

eyes.
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Eel
Anguilla anguilla

All European eels spawn in the Sargasso Sea 

in the tropical western Atlantic. Their larvae 

drift eastwards in the Gulf Stream, only 

becoming eel-shaped after three years. These 

elvers ascend rivers and spend from five to 

twelve years maturing in fresh waters. At 

maturity, they cease feeding, become more 

silver in colour (rather than yellow with a dark 

back) and return to salt waters in the autumn.

Formerly common throughout all Norfolk river 

systems and the Broads, and once an important 

part of the local economy; it is now a UK 

Biodiversity Action Plan species.



Flounder
Platichthys flesus

The Flounder is the only one of the flat-fishes that can 

survive in fresh water, although it has to go to the sea to 

breed. Spawning takes place in late winter.  Eggs and 

young are carried into harbours and estuaries, from where 

many young and some adults ascend the Norfolk rivers in 

both the east and the west, and also enter the Broads.  

Mark Cocker has reported seeing Cormorants catching 

Flounders in the River Yare in Norwich.

Gudgeon
Gobio gobio

A small fish (8-14cm) with a single pair of 

barbels at the corner of its mouth. It is brownish 

or greenish above, and silvery or golden on the 

sides.

Ellis reported the Gudgeon as present in the 

upper reaches of local rivers and becks, 

occasionally taking up residence near the outfall 

of sluices. It is widespread across Norfolk, and 

is occasionally found in the Broads though it is 

not typical of those waters.
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Lampern
Lampetra fluviatilis

Ted Ellis reported that the Lampern came up all the broadland rivers annually to breed in the upper reaches. 

Specimens wandered into the Broads from time to time but most kept to the rivers. It is silvery white, tinged 

blue or green on the back, with a gap in the middle of the long dorsal fin.  It is only finger thick but can reach 

30-40cm in length. There are no records in the NBIS database for this Biodiversity Action Plan species.

Brook Lamprey
Lampetra planeri

Reported only from the upper reaches of the River Glaven.

Sea Lamprey
Petromyzon marinus

Ted Ellis reported that Lamprey used to be taken from the Yare and 

the Waveney in large numbers in the 19th century, but numbers 

declined greatly over the first half of the 20th century. The NBIS 

database now only shows records for the west of the county for this 

Biodiversity Action Plan species.
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Stone Loach
Barbatula barbatula

The Stone Loach prefers small becks and abounds in the upper 

reaches of rivers with a sandy or gravely bottom, usually hiding 

under stones. It seldom wanders into sluggish waters lower down. 

It is a small fish only reaching 8-12cm at maturity.
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Spined Loach
Cobitis taenia

The Spined Loach differs from Stone Loach in being smaller

(5-10cm at maturity) with a row of large square spots along each 

side.  It is restricted to the west of the county and is a BAP species.
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Cottus gobio

A small fish, 10-18cm long with a large head and wide, fleshy-lipped mouth. Ellis reported it from most of the 

little streams or becks of the Broads district, but not from the Broads themselves. It was known to Sir Thomas 

Brown in the 17thcentury who reported it  ñin Norwich rivers, in the runnes about Heveningham Heath, in the 

north rivers and streames thereofò.

Minnow
Phoxinus phoxinus

A small fish up to 10cm long, often in large shoals in the upper 

reaches of rivers and clean streams, principally within the 

Wensum catchment area. Easily told from Sticklebacks by its blunt 

snout and lack of spines, the forward position of the dorsal fin and 

its forked tail.


