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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 thirteenth Annual Report of Friends of Rawcliffe Meadows, 

summarising our work during the year 2003.  



Events 
 

Yet another strange year for weather, with the ground being drier than expected when 

it came to trying to uproot thistle and ragwort. Despite this further planting of large 

numbers of hedging shrubs has taken place in the scrub areas and hedges to increase 

their density. Regular management of existing trees and shrubs, including a lot of 

coppicing, has taken place. More nesting boxes were put up in the copse for the 

benefit of Tree Sparrows and other species, which all appeared to be being used. The 

BTCV made a brave attempt to reduce the amount of water soldier growing in the 

pond.  

 

A lot of the small trees planted in 1991 are now quite a size, sometimes only 

identifiable by the remnants of the original mulch mats still in place. 

 

The City Council had funded the resurfacing of the Sustrans cycle track in the 

meadow area and the Environment Agency (EA) rebuilt a large section of floodbank, 

which both introduced issues with the management of the site, including restrictions 

on grazing, but the Agency were very cooperative. 

 

The now annual pond dip in June was attended by a number of children, along with 

their adults and was a great success, again with the support of the EA. This was 

further assisted by the Tansy Beetles and dragonflies putting on a great show. The 

annual walk, in contrast, had nobody. 

 

A lot of this years effort has concentrated on getting the Cornfield Buffer managed by 

us and under Countryside Stewardship, which it now is, and despite some continuing 

weed problems has attracted large bird numbers. 

 

Effort has also gone into the design of the new leaflet, managed by Cap Fowles, 

available in February 2004, which also resulted in a visit to the site by the sponsors, 

who appeared to be impressed. 

 

Action finally started taking place on the Clifton Hospital site, including clearing of 

the weed infestation, after DEFRA threatened prosecution, although we wait to see 

any outcomes from management and the Section 106 Agreement! 

  



Ecological Report 

 

Introduction 

 

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

Fowles. Steve Huddleston and associates providing nest box usage data. The report 

for the year 2003 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. 

 

Birds 

 

The first week in January saw snow and ice with bird counts from the Cornfield 

including 50-60 Linnets, 47 Skylark and up to 80 Starlings. 30 Corn Buntings were 

present in a pre-roost gathering. 

 

On 10th January, waders included a Jack Snipe on the Cornfield, 128 Snipe and 42 

Lapwing on Clifton Ings and two Green Sandpipers on the washland. A Jack Snipe 

was in the flood reservoir on 25th January with two by Blue Beck on the 31st. 

 

In February, a Green Sandpiper was by Blue Beck on the 7th, when the first Corn 

Bunting song was noted. On the 24th, large numbers of birds were feeding in the 

Cornfield. At least 15 species were present, mainly Redwings and Fieldfares heading 

north, but also 20+ Skylarks and a mixed flock of around 60 buntings: mostly Corn 

Buntings with small numbers of Yellowhammers and Reed Buntings.  At least 10 

Reed Buntings were present around the northern end of the site. 

 

Notable sightings in March included the first Chiffchaff on the 19th with Sand 

Martins arriving over the Ings on the 27th. A single Red-legged Partridge (a new bird 

for the site) was seen mid-month on the floodbank. Two records of Jack Snipe 

included one on the Cornfield stubbles on the 27
th.

 Three Corn Buntings were singing 

regularly around the northern end of the site from mid month onwards; a couple of 

birds stayed a month longer but then disappeared.  Three of the additional Tree 

Sparrow boxes installed by Mick were occupied almost immediately and the Copse 

area now supports several pairs. 

 

Small numbers of migrating Snipe were present in the flood reservoir well into April, 

with 40+ northward-bound Fieldfare on the Cornfield on the 12th. 

 

During the breeding season, two Chiffchaff and one Willow Warbler territories were 

still held into July at the northern end of the site, suggesting breeding. There were 

several Whitethroat territories but no records of Lesser Whitethroat or Sedge Warbler. 

The Cornfield held at least six spring territories of Skylark with the first well-fledged 

young seen in early May. Two broods were reared before the wheat grew too high. 

Single pairs of Reed Bunting, Whitethroat and Meadow Pipit also probably bred in 

the Cornfield. There were three Reed Bunting territories around the northern end of 

the site. 

 



Bullfinches were present throughout the summer and two pairs bred. A flock of 60+ 

Goldfinches (including many juveniles) fed on thistle seeds around the Clifton 

Hospital sewage works in July.  

 

On one humid evening in early July, 60 Swifts were feeding low over the seed crop at 

the western end of the Cornfield, indicating a high density of aerial insects. The seed 

crop also attracted House and Tree Sparrows throughout the summer, presumably 

foraging for invertebrates.  

 

By September, 70+ Tree Sparrows were congregating around the seed crop, joined by 

House Sparrows and various finches. Through the autumn unprecedented numbers of 

birds fed on these crops, with a crackling sound audible some distance away as 

hundreds pecked at the seed pods of fodder radish. On 28th October there were 103 

Greenfinches, 46 Linnets, 50+ Tree Sparrows and small numbers of Reed Bunting, 

Chaffinch, House Sparrow and Pheasant. During November and early December, 

numbers continued to increase with peak counts of ca. 250 Linnets, 140+ Tree 

Sparrows, 30 House Sparrows and 21 Reed Buntings. Up to 20 Skylarks were on the 

stubbles. 

 

Numbers reduced towards the end of the year but on New Year’s Eve there were still 

at least 60 Tree Sparrows and 150 Linnets. 

 

A hectare of unharvested oilseed rape was heavily used by Linnets, Reed Buntings 

and Blackbirds but other species were slow to use this food source. A small stand of 

seed crop (mainly wheat) at the eastern end of the field was favoured by 

Yellowhammers (up to ten). 

 

The Cornfield required a considerable commitment of resources to deal with chronic 

infestations of invasive weeds and other problems accruing from lax management 

over the past few years. However, many useful lessons have been learned and it was a 

joy to see vast numbers of birds, including several seriously declining species, making 

use of the carefully-nurtured crops and stubbles. 

 

Of particular note is the spectacular recovery in Tree Sparrow populations. Winter 

feeding over several years has helped resident birds survive the lean months and enter 

the breeding season in healthy condition. The provision of nest boxes has increased 

the supply of nest sites (though some of our Tree Sparrows nest in blackthorn bushes 

rather than cavities). In 2003, the wildlife seed crop in the Cornfield was evidently an 

important source of invertebrates, essential to provide the protein-rich diet needed by 

songbird chicks. The large and noisy congregations of Tree Sparrows, which built up 

during the autumn, must have included birds from other populations as well as 

‘locals’. This is a promising sign not only because a highly productive food supply 

has been provided, but also because Tree Sparrows thrive as social birds, with many 

individuals dispersing between colonies - a much healthier situation than fragmented 

breeding populations trying to survive in isolation. 



Cap caught good views of Tree Creepers in the copse in January, along with 

Bullfinches in the scrub area in January and February, along with a first-ever sighting 

of a Grey Wagtail in that area. Great Spotted Woodpeckers were regularly seen by 

him drumming in the top-most dead branches of a tree at the back of the scrub. 

January 23
rd

 was his first skylark sighting of the year, high over the cornfield, but 

Spring arrived with a Chiffchaff on March 21
st
 with Willow Warbler and Whitethroat 

both in the scrub on April 22
nd

, and a Blackcap on the 31
st
 of April. At the end of the 

year two Jays were sighted hunting for acorns near the cycle track up from the scrub. 

He also reports Judith’s sighting of a roosting Tawny Owl in the scrub, almost a year 

since he had made a similar sighting 

 

Steve Huddleston has provided the following information regarding the nest boxes in 

the copse: 

 

2002 Details 

Boxes for possible use : 6 Tit Boxes, 6 Flycatcher Boxes and 1 Starling Box. 

Boxes Used: All 6 Tit Boxes and Starling Box 

 

Tree Sparrows: in 5 Boxes, 2 being built and 3 with eggs (6,4,3) in May. No further 

details. 

Great Tit: in 1 box, Brood of 8+ fledging. 7 of which were rung. 

Starling: in 1 box, Nest with lining in and adults seen at entrance. No further details. 

 

2003 Details 

 

Boxes for possible use: 16 Tit Boxes, 15 Flycatcher Boxes and 1 Starling Box. 

Boxes Used: 5 Tit Boxes and Tree Rat in Starling Box 

 

Tree Sparrows: in 3 Boxes, 2 being Built and 1 with 1 egg just laid in May. No further 

details.  

Great Tit: in 2 boxes, Broods of 7 and 5 all of which were rung. No further details. 

Magpie: Nest found in Hawthorn Hedge with 2 just fledged young near by. We do not 

have enough data from the boxes yet to start to work on anything with regard stats etc. 

 

No movement from the birds rung in the boxes yet, however a pattern of the Great 

Tits rung at British Sugar moving to New Earswick in the winter is starting to be seen. 

 

It appears the open fronted boxes are serving little purpose. A consideration may be to 

fit holed fronts to them for this breeding season. 

 

Steve has spoken to some other members of our Ringing Group and they will be very 

interested in ringing the Corn Bunting Roost soon.  This will help with the work they 

are doing on the Melbourne Roost and may produce some interchange of populations. 



Mammals 

 

Cap saw a Weasel near the southern end of the site in January. On 22nd February, 

three Foxes emerged from a bramble patch about six metres square at the edge of the 

flood reservoir! A fourth appeared nearby.  

 

A large, ginger-coloured Brown Rat which took up residence in the Copse in January 

was not only fearless of passers-by but showed considerable agility by climbing 

nimbly amongst the twigs of a blackthorn bush, eight feet off the ground, to munch on 

remaining sloes. 

 

Hedgehog, Weasel and Fox were seen frequently in the Cornfield during the summer 

months - including a young Fox which seized my rucksack left on the ground and 

tried to run away with it. Pipistrelle and Noctule bats were seen frequently on summer 

evenings. 

 

There has been a marked increase in Rabbit activity around the northern end of the 

site. Conversations with allotment holders suggest that they value the presence of 

Weasels and Foxes as a means of keeping down Rabbits and Rats.  

 

To my knowledge there were no sightings of Water Vole this year but there was 

evidence of activity in the drain on Rawcliffe Ings to the north.  

 

Amphibians 

 

Small numbers of Frog, Toad and Smooth Newt bred as usual in the Flood Reservoir 

pools. 

 

A large mat of frogspawn was in place on the northern bank of the pond. 

 

Insects 

 

The first Tansy Beetles were seen by Blue Beck on 8th April and many were noted in 

the pond area during the pond dip in June. A few adults were seen on tansy in New 

Meadow. An important paper on the ecology and conservation of Tansy Beetle (the 

“jewel of York”) has recently been published in the journal British Wildlife, 

summarising studies undertaken by a partnership between York University and 

English Nature. 

 

There were exceptional numbers of butterflies during June and July in the areas of 

rougher grassland, including the grass margins in the Cornfield. These included all the 

common species with grass-feeding larvae (Small Skipper, Large Skipper, Meadow 

Brown, Ringlet, Gatekeeper) as well as the common whites etc. 

 

During June, Banded Demoiselle damselflies were seen frequently in the Cornfield 

seed crop, visiting here from their breeding habitat in the River Ouse. At least 20 

dragonflies and damselflies were present in the seed crop on sunny days in summer, 

reflecting the abundance of small insect prey. 

 

The last butterfly was a solitary Wall on 18th October. 



Flowering plants 

 

The common spotted orchid population in New Meadow doubled to two flowers! The 

centaury population on open clayey ground in the Flood Reservoir expanded to about 

30 plants. Also in the flood reservoir, yellow loosestrife continues to spread with a 

few scattered plants of purple loosestrife also becoming noticeable. 

 

New species for the recording area included: 

 

Black grass (Alopecurus myosuroides): Cornfield (a potentially noxious weed). 

Pale willowherb (Epilobium roseum): around paths adjoining the Copse. 

Common hemp-nettle (Galeopsis tetrahit): a few plants in the Cornfield. 

Great lettuce (Lactuca virosa): Cornfield and disturbed areas in the Rawcliffe Bar 

Country Park. 

Grey field speedwell (Veronica polita): numerous plants occurring locally in the 

Cornfield. 

 

A number of additional species have occurred casually on disturbed soil used for 

improvements to the floodbank including eastern rocket (Sisymbrium orientale) and 

black nightshade (Solanum nigrum). Bristly oxtongue is increasing on disturbed 

ground and was present in numbers along the southern margin of the Cornfield. 

 

Although flowering plants have been well recorded at Rawcliffe Meadows, the first 

detailed vegetation survey was undertaken in July 2003. The most significant finding 

was that although characteristic Ings flowers like great burnet and meadowsweet have 

spread considerably in the main hay meadow, the botanical quality of the richest 

southern meadows seems to have declined. This is associated with the spread of 

‘weedy’, species-poor vegetation dominated by creeping buttercup and creeping bent 

grass - probably a result of extended periods of waterlogging by overspill from the 

Ings Dyke during the late 1990s together with nutrient-enrichment from polluted 

water. 

Worryingly, only a few plants of pepper saxifrage - one of the best indicators of herb-

rich flood meadows - could be found. 

 

Another significant change was the wholesale switch in the ten Flood Reservoir pools 

from clear-water ponds dominated by stoneworts to murky pools carpeted by common 

duckweed. This may be partly a natural process as silt accumulates in these small 

water bodies and nutrients from decaying vegetation are released. However, it is 

suspected that flooding with polluted water from Blue Beck has speeded-up and 

exaggerated this process. Reedmace has also invaded some pools. If some clear-water 

pools are to be restored, active management will be needed and, in the long run, 

Friends of Rawcliffe Meadows need to encourage other agencies to improve water 

quality in the beck. 

 

More positive results include the finding that the New Meadow, re-sown using a 

Clifton Ings hay bale in 1992, supports a rich meadow flora. There are problems with 

thistles and hogweed invading from the unkempt verge alongside Ings Dyke but it is 

notable that slow-growing perennial herbs such as great burnet and meadowsweet are 

only now becoming prominent in the sward. 

 



Fen vegetation around the banks of the main pond was also identified as representing 

a rare plant community in the Vale of York, notable for the presence of attractive 

wetland flowers like purple loosestrife, water mint and gipsywort amongst the tall 

water-margin grasses and sedges.  

 

In November, two experimental patches at the southern end of the Flood Reservoir 

were rotavated and sown with hand-collected seed from local wetlands including 

Askham Bog and Strensall Common. The ultra-heavy boulder clay substrate proved 

resistant to creating a good seedbed (especially after a long drought) but it will be 

interesting to monitor the results. As well as testing whether fen habitats can be 

created in such ‘artificial’ wetlands using local seed sources, an important aim is to 

increase the availability of marsh flowers providing nectar and pollen for insects: the 

scarcity of this resource was identified as a factor limiting the insect diversity of the 

Flood Reservoir in Roy Crossley’s survey of 1995. 

 
****** 
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