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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 twelfth Annual Report of Friends of Rawcliffe Meadows, 

summarising our work during the year 2002.  



Events 
 

We apologise if this year’s report is very negative, but we believe that without the 

continued financial and moral support of DEFRA, the Friends would have given up in 

the face of the many forms of vandalism taking place on and around the site. 

 

The start of the year saw the Internal Drainage Board (IDB) working on the Ings 

Dyke, including flailing the hedge and trees, which damaged to the layed hedge. After 

some negotiation the IDB filled the gaps with posts and wire, which was interplanted 

by the Friends in December 2002. Unfortunately the IDB’s delay in repairing the gaps 

meant that the Spring grazing had to be cancelled due to the holes in the boundary. 

 

Having realised that certain dog-walkers were disposing of their animals’ droppings 

by hanging the bags from the hedge at the northern entrance a work party cleared it 

and thirteen sacks of rubbish were removed from that area. 

 

On the positive side the Friends issued the final version of the Management Plan, 

written by Martin Hammond, sections of which, relating to the watercourses, had been 

passed to the IDB’s consulting engineers, Arup, for inclusion in their Critical 

Watercourse Assessment Report, which they did. Copies of the Management Plan 

were made available to the bodies involved in the management of the Meadows. 

 

The annual pond dip in June was, as usual, a successful event, with the assistance of 

the Environment Agency (EA).  

 

The Environmental Task Force assisted in various areas during the year, including 

clearing water soldier from the pond. 

 

As well as further damage caused to trees by the vandals building a ‘den’ for their 

under-age drinking activities, a ‘rave’ was apparently held in the area of the site by 

‘persons unknown’ who left their large volume of litter piled up in a corner of 

Rawcliffe Meadows, creating further work, when other vandals distributed broken 

glass and litter over a wider area. This activity received some press coverage.  

 

The annual hay cut continued to be a problem, despite the efforts of the EA liaison 

person, when the EA left the bank cutting to Sustrans, who used a conventional 

mower rather than a reciprocating blade device, which mashed up the grass rather 

than creating hay, and despite it being raked down by EA staff, it then had to be left 

behind, since it could not be baled. 

 

A further nuisance came in the form of ‘travellers’ invading the Park & Ride Country 

Park who damaged and littered in the area of the copse. 

 

Sadly, during the summer, a water vole survey confirmed our worst fears - the 

disappearance of site’s once important population. Amelioration proposals were 

suggested and a response is awaited! 

 

The BTCV worked on the pond area, when water levels permitted to cut the funnel 

and other tasks. Some of the willows on the site were coppiced. 

 



Unfortunately, Eric Swiers, our usual grazier, informed the FoRM, at the last moment, 

that he would not be using the site but as an alternative, our hay merchant offered to 

put beasts on. However the number of cattle that appeared on site was excessive and 

he was asked to remove most and then asked to remove them all when repeated rain 

made the site too damp. A document informing graziers of their responsibilities has 

been prepared. 

 

Various tasks, promised by the EA, including replacement of the hospital boundary 

gate are still outstanding and the Friends still continue to seek resolution of 

responsibilities regarding the hospital boundary, along with implementation of the 

Section 106 Agreement that was part of the development of the former hospital site 

 

In the autumn Radio York visited the site and Cap Fowles and Joan Paley were 

interviewed about it 

 

Ecological Report 

 

Martin continues to keep splendid records of the site, now with the assistance of Cap 

Fowles. The one for the year 2002 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. 

 

A further report on bird boxes  by Steve Huddleston is attached as Annex 1. 

 

MAMMALS 
 

Given all the hard work put in by Friends of Rawcliffe Meadows to improve the site 

for people and wildlife over the past 12 years, it is frustrating that our efforts can be 

thwarted by actions beyond our control. Two sad incidents affecting local mammal 

populations illustrate this. 

 

In March, the whole length of Blue Beck and the Ings Dyke was dredged by the 

Internal Drainage Board. No one will dispute the need to maintain the drains, 

particularly in such a critical floodplain - but blitzing an entire drain system at once is 

quite the opposite of good practice guidelines published by the Association of 

Drainage Authorities several years ago. The banks of the section of Blue Beck 

adjoining the flood reservoir were re-graded, despite the presence of legally-protected 

Water Vole burrows. Worse still, flow levels were reduced to the extent that the beck 

only held a few centimetres of water for most of the year: this was only partly a 

consequence of dredging and, we suspect, had more to do with the outflow from 

Clifton Lake at the head of the stream. The result has been that our important 

population of Water Voles, which had tolerated repeated floods and pollution 

incidents, has now disappeared. 

 

Few of the agencies responsible for the management of the beck or the protection of 

Water Voles seemed willing to respond.  



The second incident involved the discovery of a number of dead Foxes during 

October. This received attention in the local press and it is not entirely clear how 

many Foxes died. The corpse I found on the floodbank was well-nourished with no 

sign of mange and had no obvious wounds or gunshot injuries: Foxes don’t just drop 

dead in the open through natural causes. The suspicion must arise that there was some 

kind of poisoning, deliberate or accidental. Foxes are a mixed blessing: there are lots 

of them around Rawcliffe Meadows and they must deter ground-nesting birds - but 

they are a natural predator, controlling rats and rabbits, and many people delight in 

seeing them around. Most disturbing is the fact that, if poisoning was responsible, this 

might easily have resulted in the death of pet dogs or worse. Secondary poisoning 

from inappropriately-used rodenticide or illegal use of pesticides are possible 

explanations but this is pure speculation. Any future discoveries of un-natural death 

amongst birds or mammals should be reported immediately to the DEFRA Pesticides 

Safety Directorate at Sand Hutton so that corpses can be recovered and autopsied. 

 

On a more pleasant note, Cap Fowles saw a Stoat near the Copse on September 8th. 

 

BIRDS 
 

New Year’s Day saw 26 Skylark and 4 Lapwing in the Cornfield despite the solid-

frozen ground. Lapwing (and Golden Plover) used to flock in autumn on the cereal 

fields between Rawcliffe Meadows and the Ring Road but this was the first record 

since the development of the Park & Ride site. 10 Yellowhammer and a handful of 

Reed Bunting and Bullfinch were in the Copse, whilst 38 Snipe were flushed from 

Clifton Ings. 

 

On 5 January, a week of bitter cold began to ease, marked by much bird activity. 42 

Skylark, 20+ Linnet, 14 Goldfinch and 11 Corn Bunting were in the Cornfield along 

with the solitary male Grey Partridge present during the previous month. A pair of 

Great Tits were prospecting one of the new nest boxes (intended for Tree Sparrows !) 

in the Copse. Other birds included Jay, Treecreeper, two or three Snipe and a 

Woodcock. 38 Mallard, three Tufted Duck, two Teal and two Goldeneye were on the 

River Ouse. 

 

On 13th January, the Skylark flock had increased to 44 birds, with 28 Linnet also 

feeding in the Cornfield. 28 Corn Buntings were feeding on the stubbles on 20th 

January with 30-40 gathering to roost towards the end of the month. During the day, 

Corn Buntings fed frequently on an area of Rawcliffe Ings which had been excavated 

by the Environment Agency to provide earth for repairing the Clifton Ings floodbank: 

presumably they were feeding on the seeds of annual weeds and couch grass which 

had colonised the disturbed ground. 

 

During January counts in the Cornfield showed numbers of Skylark to be consistently  

40+, with Linnets numbering 20-30. This showed that the site supported stable 

wintering populations rather than flocks passing through. 

 

The feeding station near the pond attracted up to a dozen Reed Bunting in early 

January, along with Yellowhammer, Greenfinch and other songbirds. Although spread 

out around the site, the wintering population of Yellowhammer was probably  20+ 

regular birds. 



Despite the very cold weather at the beginning of the year, Kingfishers were seen 

regularly on the Ouse, Ings Dyke, Blue Beck and the pond throughout January and 

into February. On 28th January one was perched on reedmace stems in one of the 

small pools in the Flood Reservoir.  

 

On 1st February, the solitary male Grey Partridge in the Cornfield had been joined by 

a female. On the same date at least 15 Stock Doves were feeding amongst 

Woodpigeon flocks on Clifton Ings, where 24 Meadow Pipits were counted. 11 Reed 

Buntings were present within the Rawcliffe Meadows area. 2 Jays were seen on the 

Meadows early in the month. 

 

By mid February, Skylark numbers in the Cornfield had diminished but there was 

increasing evidence of territorial behaviour (the first song flight was noted on 30th 

January). 31 Linnets were in the Cornfield on 17th February, whilst mixed flocks of 

finches, Tree Sparrows (up to 10), Yellowhammers, Reed Buntings and Corn 

Buntings fed on seed provided in the Copse.  

 

Although 20+ Corn Buntings were present regularly around the Copse throughout 

February, an incredible gathering of at least 82 was counted on the 24th.  Given that 

this one of our most seriously declining birds, it is all the more remarkable that a 

heavily disturbed urban fringe site is attracting such numbers. Our visitors seem to 

congregate in very mobile parties before congregating to roost around dusk, so it is 

possible that larger numbers than are normally counted actually use the local Ings in 

winter. This species was first noted in song on the 19th. 

 

One Green Sandpiper was on Rawcliffe Ings on 14th February with two feeding on 

the ditch on the 20th. 

 

On 1 March, at least 40 Corn Buntings were present. 

 

The first summer migrant was a Chiffchaff singing on 25th March (Cap Fowles). 

 

By late April there were at least six Skylark territories in the Cornfield but sadly no 

sign of Grey Partridge or Corn Bunting.  

 

Breeding birds were not systematically recorded but there were a number of 

interesting records. ‘Drumming’ Great Spotted Woodpeckers were noted regularly in 

early spring and we almost certainly have one or two breeding pairs in the vicinity. 

Song Thrushes seemed to be more numerous than for some years with several 

territorial birds, including a regular singing male in the hedge at the northern end of 

the flood reservoir.  

 

Bullfinch is yet another bird which has been in serious decline nationally in recent 

decades. Small numbers were present throughout the year and two pairs bred: one pair 

were seen regularly around the northern end of the site (including the Copse); they 

had three juveniles with them in late July. Cap also saw a pair around the pond several 

times over the summer with three juveniles there on 20th August. Although 

Bullfinches wander widely, repeated sightings at opposite ends of the Meadows do 

suggest these were different pairs. There is plenty of good Bullfinch habitat at 

Rawcliffe Meadows, though we could perhaps do with interplanting blackthorn in 



some hedge gaps because its thickety cover is ideal for nesting. Three Bullfinches 

were observed feeding on stinging nettle seeds on New Year’s Eve. 

 

Tree Sparrows certainly used at least one of the nest boxes in the Copse: Cap saw a 

pair disputing a box with a Starling on 15th February, and one was carrying nesting 

material on 6th April. However, there was squirrel damage to three boxes and we do 

need to consider installing more boxes with metal plates around the entrance hole. 

 

Towards the end of the year, up to four male Pheasants were present on the Cornfield 

during November, probably refugees originating from shooting stock. One was 

squashed on Shipton Road on Christmas Day. 21 Skylark were present in the 

Cornfield on 14th December rising to 33 on the 21st. Small flocks of Goldfinch and 

Greenfinch plus a few Reed Buntings fed on a strip of linseed and quinoa at the 

northern end of the field. 

 

Large numbers of thrushes were present in November and December - perhaps 400 on 

some occasions. These were mainly Fieldfare and Redwing with smaller numbers of 

Blackbirds and a few Song Thrushes. 

 

On 21st December, 32 Corn Buntings gathered in hedges around the New Meadow in 

late afternoon. This was a good day for waders on the washland: around 40 Lapwings 

were on Clifton Ings where I flushed 78 Snipe - there may well have been many more. 

Nine Snipe were also put up from the flood reservoir, though characteristic splashes 

of droppings indicated that larger numbers had been present. A Green Sandpiper was  

present on Rawcliffe Ings.(this attractive wader can now be considered a regular 

winter/passage visitor in very small numbers). 

 

Dwindling numbers of wintering Snipe in the flood reservoir have been cause for 

concern but, as noted in last year’s report, it is now clear that good numbers still use 

Clifton Ings. Grazing of the flood reservoir has reduced the tussocky cover favoured 

by Snipe but at the same time Clifton Ings has been left ungrazed in autumn for the 

past seven years, producing better Snipe habitat (though probably resulting in a 

decline in botanical interest). 

 

70 Hereford cross cattle grazed Rawcliffe Meadows briefly in late autumn. This was 

perhaps excessive but they certainly ‘cleaned’ up plenty of normally unpalatable 

vegetation such as nettles, tussock grass and hard rush. In general terms this will 

probably have benefited the meadow flora but one inadvertent effect was that 

tussocky cover favoured by Snipe in the flood reservoir has been further reduced and 

the wet grassland was very bare afterwards. It would be worth considering planting or 

seeding rushes in part of the basin during 2003. 

 

AMPHIBIANS 
 

Frogs and Smooth Newts bred as usual in the flood reservoir pools, where small 

quantities of Toad spawn were also observed. 



INSECTS 
 

Dragonflies 

 

Three species of dragonfly have been added to the site list. I received a report from a 

local naturalist that  Migrant Hawker has been observed regularly in the past few 

years: this was a rarity in Yorkshire 10 years ago but is now widespread and well-

established. Bob Merritt kindly identified two larvae from the flood reservoir pools as 

Common Hawker: this species is not as common as its English name suggests, being 

characteristic of acidic moorland ponds although it occurs more sparsely in lowland 

areas. A single male Black Darter was seen in the flood reservoir in August. The 

dragonfly list for Rawcliffe Meadows is now as follows: 

 

Banded Demoiselle 

Blue-tailed Damselfly* 

Common Blue Damselfly* 

Azure Damselfly* 

Large Red Damselfly* 

Common Darter* 

Ruddy Darter 

Black Darter 

Four-spotted Chaser* 

Southern Hawker* 

Common Hawker* 

Migrant Hawker 

Brown Hawker* 

 

The species marked * are of regular occurrence and/or there has been evidence of 

breeding. Not long ago, a site in northern England supporting 10 types of dragonfly 

would have merited designation as a Site of Special Scientific Interest: today any half-

decent wetland with good quality ponds will attract at least 10 species. The dramatic 

northwards spread of species such as Ruddy Darter and Migrant Hawker is considered 

to be evidence of climatic warming. 

 

Butterflies 

 

The first butterfly record of the year was a Small Tortoiseshell seen by Cap Fowles on 

25th March. 

 

Beetles 

 

One water beetle, Haliplus confinis, was added to the site list from the flood reservoir 

pools. The pools also produced a second record of the Nationally Scarce diving beetle 

Rhantus grapii and a third record of the very local scavenger water beetle Enochrus 

affinis - though I suspect neither of these are established breeding species. However, 

Copelatus haemorrhoidalis, a rather local diving beetle close to the northern edge of 

its British range, does appear to have colonised successfully. 



PLANTLIFE  

 

One or two plants of bristly oxtongue were found on disturbed ground at the northern 

end of the site. This species was recorded from the floodbank in the early 1990s in 

very small numbers; it is sometimes inadvertently introduced with grass seed.  

 

Two plants of common centaury (Centaurium erythraea), a small member of the 

gentian family, were found on sparsely-vegetated clay in the flood reservoir (a new 

species for the site). Another new species was hoary ragwort (Senecio erucifolius) in 

the Cornfield. 

 

There has been a marked shift in the ecology of the flood reservoir pools over the past 

year with a reduction in cover of stonewort beds and increased colonisation by more 

competitive plants (including floating carpets of duckweed) along with a reduction in 

water clarity. Flooding with polluted water from Blue Beck may be a factor but there 

is an underlying natural process as nutrients accumulate through the deposition of silt 

and decaying vegetation. In order to maintain some clear-water stonewort ponds, it 

will be necessary to remove silt from two or three of the pools in the coming year, 

taking care not to damage important invertebrate habitats such as moss carpets and 

trailing grasses in the pool edges. 

 

The main pond has long suffered from invasion by exotic water plants dumped there 

by persons unknown. Invasive alien aquatic plants are now one of the biggest threats 

to freshwater habitats in Britain, so it is alarming to see that one of the most 

destructive species, water fern (Azolla), now completely carpets a balancing pond in 

the grounds of Clifton Hospital. Azolla wreaks havoc both by smothering the water 

surface (killing off submerged vegetation) and by releasing nitrogen into the water 

(unlike any other water plant it absorbs nitrogen from the air). We managed to remove 

a few fronds which appeared on the main pond several years ago but it cannot be long 

before this menace reappears. Once established, control of Azolla is very difficult (the 

only effective herbicide is no longer approved for use in water) so it must be removed 

ruthlessly as soon as it appears. 

 

REPORT ON THE CORNFIELD NATURE RESERVE 

 

Feeding of tail grain continued in the early months of the year, and this was clearly an 

important food source for birds. All arable farmers produce waste from harvesting 

(split grains and weed seeds) but this is usually dumped or burned. Clearly it is an 

excellent source of wild bird food ! We are very grateful to Mr and Mrs Gibson of 

Birkdale Farm, Terrington for providing several sacks. 

 

The eastern end of the field was ploughed and sown with barley in February whilst 

most of the western part was left as fallow to assist thistle control. A small area sown 

with kale and mustard in spring 2001 near Shipton Road was left to provide cover and 

produce seed. 0.3 ha at the western end of the Cornfield was cultivated and sown with 

a wild bird seed mix (mainly kale, linseed and quinoa). Quinoa is a South American 

annual (cultivated as a corn-meal crop) related to fat hen, which produces large 

quantities of long-lasting, calorie-rich seed. 



Management of the Cornfield over the past couple of years has been outside our 

control and a series of mishaps have produced less than ideal results, with a major 

burden of nuisance weeds such as ragwort and thistles plus  extensive invasion of the 

cultivated areas by black bent grass (which smothers cereals and annual broad-leaved 

weeds). Cereal growth has also been poor - there is no intention to produce a 

agricultural crop, but cereals do provide habitat structure in summer and shed grain is 

a major source of food for birds foraging in the overwinter stubbles.  

 

We have recently received confirmation from DEFRA that the Cornfield will be 

managed by Friends of Rawcliffe Meadows under a new Countryside Stewardship 

agreement with the support of City of York Council. This will allow considerably 

more control but serious effort will be needed during 2003 to redress some of the 

problems which have developed. Of necessity this will include more spraying and 

later cultivation than would be ideal. 

 

The CSS agreement includes establishment of perennial grass margins and sowing of 

wildlife seed crops with most of the cultivated area managed as a spring-sown cereal  

with low rates of fertiliser input, including broad headlands where fertiliser is not 

applied. Seed-bearing wildlife crops can be a real boon to farmland birds but require 

some experimentation. Attempts over the past two years suggest that kale (one of the 

best crops for songbirds) is very difficult to grow on this site. Mustard, linseed and 

quinoa grow reasonably well and we will also try mixtures including fodder raddish 

and rape in 2003. 

 

The Cornfield reserve was initially established to maintain an area of arable habitat 

within the local landscape after the development of the Park & Ride site. Despite a 

steep learning curve and considerable management problems, the reserve helps sustain 

regular wintering populations of several of our most seriously declining farmland 

birds. These include species listed as priorities for conservation in the UK 

Biodiversity Action Plan (Skylark, Linnet, Tree Sparrow, Reed Bunting and Corn 

Bunting). It is of special importance for breeding and wintering Skylarks and for 

wintering Corn Buntings.  
 

****** 
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Annex 1 
 

Bird box report – Steve Huddleston 

 

During Christmas 2001 we put up 6 New Tit Boxes and 1 New Starling Box to add to 

the 6 Existing Open Fronted Boxes. 

 

I could only manage 1 visit to check the Boxes during the Spring. (25 May 2002) 

 

The situation was as follows. 

 

Tree Sparrow - Were found to be using 5 of the New Boxes: 

 

1 Box was half full of Nest Material 

1 Box had a completed Nest 

1 Box had 3 Warm Eggs 

1 Box had 4 Warm Eggs 

1 Box had 6 Warm Eggs 

 

This would suggest that I had visited the Boxes during the middle of the first laying 

period. 

 

Great Tit - Were using the remaining New Box. 

 

This contained a brood that was in the process of fledging. 

I managed to Ring 7 of the Young prior to them leaving the box. 

1 fledged as I was approaching the tree. 

This would give a brood of a least 8 possible a few more, but 8 - 10 for 

2002 appears to be a reasonable brood size to expect. 

 

Starling  - Were in the process on putting the final touches to the Nest in 

the Large Starling Box. 

 

All the new Boxes we put up have be taken up. 

I would suggest possibly putting a few more boxes up before the end of March for the 

Tree Sparrows. It looks like the restriction on the colony is suitable nesting sites.  


