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When we see Sir David Attenborough present stunning wildlife documentaries from exotic 
places around the world, we get the impression that species extinctions and the illegal 
wildlife trade are problems that exist mainly in less-developed countries than ours.  Little do 
most people suspect that we have a Critically Endangered species living right here on our 
doorsteps here in Faversham – the European eel, Anguilla anguilla – that is not only the 
most illegally-traded species in the world but also the most lucrative for smugglers.  Millions 
of baby eels, or elvers, are illegally exported from Europe to Asia every year as part of a 
market thought to be worth over €2 billion annually. 

 
Eels are an important part of the 
cultural heritage of southeast England.  
Most people have heard of, if not 
tasted, jellied eels and eel pie, and 
many in Faversham will be familiar too 
with local place names like Elverland, 
Elverden and Elverton.  But eel numbers 
have fallen by 95 percent or more since 
the 1980s so they are no longer as 
common as they were in the past. 
 
The eel’s complex life cycle is one of the 
reasons for its Critically Endangered 
status.  Adult eels breed just once in 
their lives, in the Sargasso Sea east of 

the Bahamas.  Their young drift back on the Gulf Stream to Europe, where they arrive as 
glass eels, before making their way up the freshwater streams and rivers where they grow 
to maturity.  After 20-30 years, they swim back some 4,000 miles back to the Sargasso Sea 
where the whole cycle starts again. 
 
The man-made barriers and sluices that protect coastal areas of northern Europe from 
flooding can be insurmountable obstacles for migrating eels, especially the tiny glass eels as 
they arrive from the Sargasso Sea.  There are an estimated 15,000 such barriers in the 
United Kingdom alone, including 500 or so in Kent and several here on Faversham and Oare 
Creeks.  Most are impassable to eels so together they represent a significant threat to their 
survival as a species. 
 
The Friends of the Westbrook and Stonebridge Pond is a community group created to 
improve the environment of the Westbrook stream in Faversham.  The Westbrook, 
Stonebridge Pond and the channels flowing through the Stonebridge Allotments into the 
head of Faversham Creek are prime habitat for European eels but relatively few are able to 

Glass eels are 10-12cm long when they reach Europe from the 
Sargasso Sea.  Photo © Joe Pecorelli, ZSL 



pass the three sluices that separate the tidal reach of the Creek from the freshwater 
ecosystem of the Westbrook and Stonebridge Pond. 
 
One of the ways to make it easier 
for eels to overcome barriers like 
the sluices in the Stonebridge 
Allotments is to install eel passes 
that enable incoming glass eels to 
make their way safely from the 
Creek into the freshwater pond 
and stream beyond.  In February 
2019, the Friends of the 
Westbrook and Stonebridge Pond 
hosted a visit by the Environment 
Agency to measure up two of the 
sluices for eel passes and earlier 
this year two brand-new “bristle 
boards” were dropped into 
position just in time for the start of 
the annual elver run in March 2020. 

 
The plans of the Friends of the 
Westbrook for 2020, besides helping 
to maintain the plant and animal 
diversity of Faversham, include starting 
to monitor the flow and quality of 
water in the stream.  They will also 
work with other local groups, including 
the Medway and Swale Estuary 
Partnership, to extend eel 
conservation efforts to other parts of 
north Kent and adapt other barriers to 
give eels a much-needed helping hand. 
 
The Friends always welcome new 
members, young and old.  The group 

meets once a month (in normal times) to do practical clearing and conservation work in and 
along the stream.  See https://friendsofthewestbrook.wordpress.com for more information.   
 
 
 
 

One of the new bristle boards installed at the head of Faversham 
Creek by the Friends of the Westbrook with the support of the 
Environment Agency.  Photo © Matthew Hatchwell 

The Friends of the Westbrook work to improve the flow of the stream and 
to maintain an attractive and diverse surrounding environment.  Photo © 
Matthew Hatchwell. 

https://friendsofthewestbrook.wordpress.com/

