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Introduction 
 

Rawcliffe Meadows Nature Park, established in 1991, covers 25 acres of the Clifton 

floodplain on the northern outskirts of York. The park is owned by the Environment 

Agency and leased to Sustrans the cycle track operator. The site is managed by 

Friends of Rawcliffe Meadows, a voluntary group belonging to the York Natural 

Environment Trust.  

As well as providing access to open countryside for local people, Rawcliffe Meadows 

is managed as a traditional Ings flood meadow under the Countryside Stewardship 

scheme. This is the eleventh Annual Report of Friends of Rawcliffe Meadows, 

summarising our work during the year 2001.  

 

Events 
 

The advent of Foot & Mouth disease created problems with grazing on the site, 

fortunately this has been supplemented by unofficial pony grazing by travellers. The 

site itself was only closed for a few days at the height of the trouble. 

 

A new fence was erected at the boundary adjacent Clifton Park as a result of damage 

from the winter’s major flood, various parts of the site had fence and gate damage as a 

result of the water and emergency vehicle access. 

 

The annual pond-dip on the 7
th

 June and the walk led by Martin on the 28
th

 June were, 

as usual, a great success, with visitors from far and wide. 

 

The management of the cornfield buffer within the Rawcliffe Bar domain at the 

northern end of the site continued to be a concern but some birds managed to nest and 

the issue will hopefully be resolved when the initial contract finishes. 

 

Several meetings occurred with the Environment Agency and others in response to 

damage from flooding, emergency services and school children, however this does not 

appear to have been a productive use of time. A very promising hay crop was largely 



lost due to delays at the Agency end for the third year in a row. The hospital boundary 

appears still to be unresolved despite further correspondence to the Council. 

 

Martin Hammond produced a draft of the new management plan and the final input is 

awaited from the Agency. He also produced the renewal document for our 

Countryside Stewardship agreement which expires this year after its ten year life. 

 

The end of the year saw us lopping some of the hedges and trees we had planted at the 

start of the project, surely a good indication of the site’s development. 

 

As part of the Huddleston & Jackson Bird Ringing Partnership, Steve Huddleston 

supplied and located some nest boxes in the copse for monitoring and ringing that will 

give us some data on number of birds breeding and success rates etc.  

 

Ecological Report 

 

Martin continues to keep splendid records of the site. The one for the year 2001 

follows. This information is the intellectual property of Martin Hammond as recorder 

and this record and earlier ones may not be reproduced in any form without the 

permission of Martin Hammond and Friends of Rawcliffe Meadows. 

 
****** 

 

At the end of December 2000, serious oil pollution affected Blue Beck, resulting from 

the breakdown of oil interceptors at an industrial site in Rawcliffe. Oil accumulated 

around the sluice but an extensive film spread over much of the flood reservoir during 

early January, when surface flooding covered much of the basin. This subsequently 

left a tide-line of oil-stained vegetation along one bank of the reservoir. Although the 

Environment Agency acted promptly to contain the pollution, there was evidence of 

further flushes of oils into the stream for some weeks afterwards. 

 

Particular concern was felt about the hazard to Water Voles in the beck; these 

seriously declining mammals may tolerate poor biological water quality but toxic 

pollutants must be a serious hazard.  Fortuitously, it is likely that heavy flooding had 

already forced Water Voles out from the stream banks. Unfortunately, Blue Beck 

drains an urban catchment receiving water from numerous surface drains so there is 

always a risk of incidents such as this. 

 

The creation of the Cornfield Nature Reserve, covering 4.5 ha on the northern 

boundary of Rawcliffe Meadows, represents an exciting experiment aimed at boosting 

local populations of declining farmland birds. City of York Council, who now own 

the field, have made efforts to decide the most suitable management regime but 

during the past year there have been numerous problems. Spring cultivation was late 

and major problems with thistle infestation were inadequately dealt with, despite the 

best efforts of Ian Bowes (CYC Countryside Officer). Another unforeseen problem 

was that choking growth of mayweed dominated much of the field in summer, 

creating a dense, tangled sward which was unsuitable for ground-nesting birds. 

Nonetheless, this is an important, innovative project and there are bound to be 

teething problems. After the autumn cut it was clear that perennial grass strips and 

clover leys had established successfully, along with large areas of seed-rich stubble 



for the coming winter. The Reserve has attracted some remarkable numbers of 

farmland birds outside the breeding season whilst a few pairs of Skylark bred 

successfully. Friends of Rawcliffe Meadows need to continue working with the 

Council to make the Cornfield Nature Reserve a success. 

 

MAMMALS 

 

After a winter of heavy floods and at least one serious pollution incident, it was 

pleasing that Water Voles re-appeared on Blue Beck towards the end of March; on the 

27th, there were dozens of sets of footprints where the stream crosses the flood 

reservoir. In spring Water Voles were seen regularly both upstream and downstream 

of the floodbank. 

 

Among the other regular mammals, Grey Squirrels were frequently seen and there is 

continuous evidence of Fox activity. There was an early morning report of Roe Deer 

seen on the Meadows. 

 

BIRDS 

 

January saw good numbers of farmland birds in the Cornfield Nature Reserve; seed 

was provided to compensate for the ploughing-in of stubbles in the previous autumn. 

During December 2000- March 2001, around 150 kg of seed was distributed on the 

site, in addition to feeding within the Copse. Peak counts in January included 29 

Yellowhammer, 27 Corn Bunting, 11 Linnet, 13 Tree Sparrow, 8 Skylark and 4 Reed 

Bunting with up to 100 each of Redwing and Fieldfare. Small numbers of Stock 

Dove, Song Thrush, Starling and Goldfinch were also noted. 

 

There can be little doubt that this feeding was essential to maintaining wintering 

populations of these farmland birds, which include six 'Red List' species of 

conservation concern. Although temperatures were not extreme, most days in January 

were frosty and a regular food supply is vital for songbirds in such conditions. 

 

Corn Buntings now seem to roost in tussocky grassland in the flood reservoir basin, 

rather than in the tall hedge at the southern end of the allotments which was favoured 

a few years ago. However, they have a complicated ritual of flocking movements 

between the Copse, hedgerows and scrub around the flood reservoir banks prior to 

roosting.  

 

Clifton Ings occasionally held small flocks of Lapwing in January, with 30+ on the 

15th accompanied by a few Golden Plover and 27 Snipe. Goosanders are now seen 

regularly in the winter months flying to and fro along the Ouse. 

 

On 8 February, renewed heavy flooding of the washland resulted in bird movements. 

18 Meadow Pipits were seen in the dry part of the reservoir and a single Jack Snipe 

was recorded. 

 

Farmland birds continued to be a focus of interest in February in the cornfield, copse 

and adjacent roost sites. Peak counts included 9 Stock Doves, 29 Starlings, 30 

Redwing, 13 Skylark, 16 Yellowhammer, 28 Corn Buntings, 3 Reed Buntings, 14 

Tree Sparrow, 20+ Greenfinch and 14 Linnets. Towards the end of the month, both 



Corn Buntings and Yellowhammers were singing regularly whilst still flocking. There 

were no sightings of Grey Partridge, presumably because of the lack of stubble cover. 

 

On 22 February, a single Green Sandpiper was feeding by the ditch on Rawcliffe Ings  

(another was recorded from a ditch on Clifton Ings on 28 March). On 27 February, 

70+ Redwings were present around the Meadows with a pair of Coots on the pond. 

Both Song Thrushes and Blackbirds had begun to establish territories in the 

hedgerows and patches of scrub. 

 

Peak counts of birds in and around the cornfield in March included 22 Linnet, 10+ 

Yellowhammer, 4 Reed Bunting and 10 Corn Bunting. Meadow Pipit, Skylark, and 

Tree Sparrow were around in small numbers. Around 110 Starlings and 150 Fieldfares 

were present on the freshly ploughed field on the 22nd.  

 

A pair of Kingfishers frequented Blue Beck adjacent to the flood reservoir in late 

March, though there was no subsequent evidence of breeding here. Although 41 Snipe 

were counted on Clifton Ings on 28 March, numbers in flood reservoir were all in low 

single figures throughout the early months of the year. It is sobering to look back over 

previous reports and note that 83 Snipe were recorded in the flood reservoir in 

January 1994! Although Snipe may have shifted their foraging to Clifton Ings in 

recent, wet winters, their dwindling numbers at Rawcliffe Meadows probably reflect 

the wider decline in British wintering and breeding populations. 

 

A singing Chiffchaff on 28 March was the first summer migrant of the year, with a 

rather early Willow Warbler on 8 April. 

 

Redwings and Fieldfares disappeared by early April. A brief return to wintery 

conditions on 18th April produced snow flurries and, rather fittingly, a single Lapland 

Bunting was flushed from the Cornfield. This is the rarest bird recorded from 

Rawcliffe to date, a very local winter and passage migrant to Britain usually recorded 

from a few traditional localities (such as Filey and Barmston) on the east coast. Inland 

records in Yorkshire are particularly notable. On the same date, 11 Cormorants flew 

south over the site in V formation. 

 

Breeding activity in the cornfield was slow to pick up due to the late, wet spring and 

lack of cover. Linnets were still flocking, with a maximum of 26 on 8 April as were 

Corn Buntings with rather late congregations of 18 on the 13th and 16 on the 18th. 

 

A single Snipe in the flood reservoir as late as 29th April was not, unfortunately, 

evidence of the species re-establishing as a local breeding bird. The first returning 

bird was noted in late August. 

 

In late April, birds apparently breeding in the Copse included Great Tit, Robin, Wren, 

Dunnock, Chaffinch, Starling and Tree Sparrow. Singing male Corn Buntings were 

present until 10th May but there was no evidence that breeding occurred either in the 

Cornfield or on the adjoining Ings. 

 

Moorhens bred at the pond and flood reservoir, with three well-grown young on the 

clay pools in mid June. 

 



Three to five pairs of Skylark bred on the Cornfield with one Meadow Pipit territory.  

Tree Sparrows continue to use nest boxes in the Copse with much activity into late 

summer suggesting a successful season. A few pairs of Whitethroat bred, probably 

including one in the hedge along the northern end of the flood reservoir, which was 

only planted a few years ago.  

 

Later in the year, a Woodcock in the flood reservoir on 10th November was the 

second record for the site. 

 

Bird activity increased markedly on the cornfield stubbles from mid November, with 

11 Skylark, 15 Linnet, 21 Yellowhammer and 6 Corn Bunting on the 20th. 

 

On 29th November, birds in and around the Cornfield included 20 Skylark, 50+ 

Linnet, 15 Yellowhammer, 9 Greenfinch, 8 Goldfinch, 3 Reed Bunting and 2 

Pheasant along with good numbers of thrushes. On the same date, 5 Redpoll were 

feeding on birch seeds near the flood reservoir whilst 3 Jays buried acorns on the 

embankment. Well over 100 Blackbirds were present around the northern end of the 

site. 

 

On 9th December, 8 Corn Buntings were present on the Cornfield with a single Grey 

Partridge being the first record of this species for over a year (this bird was present at 

least until Christmas Eve). On 13th December, 32 Skylarks were present.  

 

On 18th December, 41 Skylarks were counted in the Cornfield along with 12 Corn 

Buntings. Up to nine Bullfinch were present in a loose flock feeding on tree seeds at 

the northern end of the meadows - a good local record for this increasingly 

uncommon species. Small numbers of Bullfinch were present to the year end. 

 

On 23rd December, heavy snow cover meant there were very few birds on the 

Cornfield but 16 Corn Buntings were counted in adjoining hedges with a similar 

number of Yellowhammers at feeding stations in the Copse along with a few Reed 

Buntings and Tree Sparrows. 21 Linnets were present on Boxing Day, by which time 

Skylark numbers had reduced to 14 following the hard weather. On the following day, 

no less than 36 Corn Buntings gathered to roost. 

 

Some supplementary feeding with wild bird seed was carried out on the Cornfield in 

December because of the lack of grain from the preceding crop (very little barley 

germinated). Around 50 kg of tail corn, kindly provided by a local farmer, was also 

spread on the field; this consists of the waste from combine harvesting such as split 

grains and weed seeds - an ideal source of nourishment for seed-eating birds. 



Peak bird counts from the Cornfield Nature Reserve, 2001: 

 

Grey Partridge   1 December 

Stock Dove   9 February 

Skylark   41 18 December 

Starling   110 22 March 

Fieldfare   150+ 22 March 

Redwing   100+ January 

Linnet    50+ 29 November; 26 on 8 April 

Goldfinch   8 29 November 

Yellowhammer  21 20 November 

Reed Bunting   4 March; 3 in Nov/Dec 

Corn Bunting   28 February 

Tree Sparrow    14 February 

 

AMPHIBIANS 

 

The cold spring meant that the first Frog spawn was not recorded in the flood 

reservoir pools until mid March, when several Smooth Newts in breeding condition 

were found. Small quantities of Toad spawn were found in April. 

 

Good numbers of Frog tadpoles and Smooth Newt larvae appear to have survived in 

some of the pools, although others dried out in July. 

 

INSECTS 

 

Several Tansy Beetles were found around the pond in June, a hopeful sign that there is 

now a breeding population. For the past few years we have been encouraging patches 

of tansy around the pond to attract this beautiful but endangered insect, whose 

ecology is currently being studied by Duncan Sivell as a joint project between the 

University of York and English Nature. 

 

Good numbers of dragonflies were seen this year, with Four-spotted Chaser now well-

established as a breeding species.  

 

Continuing monitoring of water beetles in the flood reservoir pools added four 

localised species to the site list (Haliplus obliquus, Hydroporus incognitus, H. tristis 

and Copelatus haemorrhoidalis), bringing the total to nearly 70. This is one of the 

most northerly British locations for the latter species, a reddish diving beetle of richly-

vegetated ponds. A few specimens of the Nationally Scarce Enochrus affinis were 

found in July. This beetle is usually associated with acidic Sphagnum bogs but may 

be breeding here amongst Calliergon moss vegetation in the slightly alkaline pools. 

The related Enochrus melanocephalus (also listed as Nationally Scarce) bred in large 

numbers. 

 

PLANTS 

 

One significant new species of flowering plant was added to the site list this year: a 

single young but vigorous clump of purple moor-grass (Molinia caerulea) in an area 

of fen-meadow in the flood reservoir. Purple moor-grass can be abundant on damp 



acidic peatland but is also a characteristic species of nutrient-poor fens on neutral 

soils. Its arrival here is intriguing (the nearest established site is Askham Bog) but 

suggests the potential for the drier parts of the flood reservoir to support a rich fen 

flora.  

 

Another new addition was narrow-leaved michelmas daisy (Aster lanceolata. a garden 

escape), which appeared by the pond. Michelmas daisies can become invasive but odd 

plants are harmless enough. 

 

A single spike of common spotted orchid flowered again in the New Meadow, where 

ragged robin has spread. Yellow rattle was noted to have spread extensively around 

the northern end of the site. In the flood reservoir two uncommon fen plants, yellow 

loosestrife and meadow-rue, produced fine displays. 

 

Water soldier – illicitly introduced some years ago - once again became dominant in 

the pond. More welcome was the fact that reeds (Phragmites australis) transplanted 

from the Ings Dyke have established well. 

 

Peter Cook kindly examined stonewort specimens from the flood reservoir pools and 

identified them as Chara vulgaris var. papillata (some stonewort species are 

represented by a number of distinct varieties). This grows in two forms here: a 

compact one associated with shallow, clear water and a longer form in deeper water. 

Stoneworts are not, in fact, flowering plants but large complex algae typically found 

in less nutrient-rich, clear water where there is limited competition from green algae 

and higher plants.  
 

****** 
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