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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 sixteenth Annual Report of Friends of Rawcliffe Meadows, 

summarising our work during the year 2006.  

 

 

Website: http://www.communigate.co.uk/york/form/index.phtml 

 

BBC Blog: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/northyorkshire/content/articles/2006/03/29/rawcliffe_meadows_feature.shtml 



EVENTS 

 
January and February 2006 saw the Friends taking on some of the scrapes or small 

ponds in the reservoir basin to restore their viability by clearing out silt and thinning 

out the weeds. The travellers had managed to sneak their horses on again and the 

process of getting them off had to be repeated! 

 

In March we were transplanting brambles to cover the wood piles and points in the 

boundaries that were being abused. Along with a healthy supply of blackberries in the 

autumn this deters the couple of errant ramblers. March also saw the flooding of the 

Ings and the start of work with BBC Radio York who recorded various items on site 

and loaned equipment to enable us to record our own opinions. 

 

April had the boundaries being repaired (again) and flood debris being cleared. For a 

change, although there had been a lot of it, it had mainly been lightweight material. 

 

May saw BBC Look North on site in the pouring rain, filming Tansy beetles as part of 

the BBC Springwatch project. 

 

In June, as usual, the pond dip and walk were held. The pond dip saw some new faces 

but we also found tadpoles for a change and the walk found new helpers too. 

 

In trepidation we organised what we could for the hay cut in July, and unsurprisingly 

it all went wrong to some extent, the Agency had changed their cutter, which was no 

longer capable of the job we needed! The grazier also delayed getting bales off. The 

arsonists found this all too tempting and large stretches of the flood bank were burnt, 

along with some bales. 

 

For September, in successful contrast, between ourselves and the BTCV a lot of the 

pond willow was cleared prior to them giving the area a good cut. The willow cuttings 

made their way to the northern end of the site to join a mountain of brambles beyond 

the reach of floodwaters. The cattle also came on but were left to the last minute when 

flooding briefly arrived in November. 

 

A meeting was held with the Environment Agency, which may turn out to be the first 

of a series of annual reviews of the partnership. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



ECOLOGICAL REPORT 

 

Martin Hammond provides the following report: 
 

Birds 

 
Bird records are either Martin’s or obtained from the York Ornithological Club website 

(www.tka.co.uk/yoc). 

 

Early January saw large numbers of songbirds on the Cornfield: on the 9th, flocks of 59 Tree Sparrow 

and 49 Corn Bunting were counted. However, Corn Bunting numbers subsequently dwindled with only 

small groups present in February to mid March. Large numbers of Reed Bunting remained amongst the 

fodder radish-dominated seed crops, with 40+ present on several occasions in February and March. At 

least 35 Tree Sparrows were still present around the Cornfield in mid April with birds still flocking 

despite much evidence of nesting activity in and around the Copse. 

 

In late winter/early spring, numbers of Snipe in the Flood Reservoir were slightly better than in recent 

years with at least 25 birds on some days. Jack Snipe was recorded once in February. A solitary 

Chiffchaff was foraging amongst marsh vegetation on 28th February, presumably an overwintering bird 

rather than an early migrant arrival given the persistently cold conditions during the early months. 8 

Waxwings were at Rawcliffe Ings on 15
th

 February (YOC). 

 

After a slow start to spring, migrant Blackcap, Chiffchaff and Willow Warbler were all singing on 17th 

April, when there were up to 4 pairs of Moorhen on the site, a Coot on the pond and Jays around the 

northern end of the Meadows. At least two pairs of Song Thrush were present around the boundaries of 

the Meadows. 

 

Cultivation of the Cornfield was frustratingly delayed and did not take place until early May. This was 

almost certainly detrimental to breeding Skylarks and it was uncertain whether any remained on site 

subsequently.  

 

On 26
th

 May, a Water Rail was seen in the flood reservoir, this normally elusive bird providing 

excellent views in broad daylight. On the same day a buzzard was being mobbed intensely by the local 

crows but seemed unwilling to fly far. It was seen only very briefly, in the tree line along the northern 

boundary of Clifton Hospital then later in the oaks along Blue Beck near the allotments. This would 

probably have been a Common Buzzard, an increasing species in Yorkshire, though it was not seen 

well enough to be certain. 

 

In June, a Green Woodpecker was reported calling on the 9
th

. An escapee Blue-fronted Amazon parrot 

was seen at Clifton Park and remained in the area into September (YOC). A Peregrine was spotted over 

Clifton Ings on 1
st
 July. 

 

Passing songbirds in September included a Lesser Whitethroat at Clifton Park on the 4
th

 and 12 Spotted 

Flycatchers together on the same date (YOC). 

 

A Water Rail was seen again in the flood reservoir on 1st December. Repeated attempts to count 

wintering birds on the Cornfield were frustrated by people walking their dogs across the field – blithely 

ignoring clear notices and the fact that they have access to hundreds of acres of public open space 

elsewhere in the vicinity. In late December there were certainly 160+ Linnet (perhaps significantly 

more) with modest numbers of Tree Sparrow and Reed Bunting plus small numbers of Stock Dove, 

Greenfinch and Yellowhammer. 19 Skylark were counted on 22
nd

 December. 

 

Mammals 
 

Again there were – as far as I know – no sightings of Water Vole, either from the Ings Dyke or Blue 

Beck. It is sad to reflect that only a few years ago the Clifton washland was an important stronghold for 

this severely declining animal. Contrary to the widespread belief that feral Mink are solely responsible 

for the demise of the Water Vole, the ‘predator’ in this case has been the local Internal Drainage Board! 

 



Amphibians 

 

Good numbers of well-developed Common Frog tadpoles were present in the Flood Reservoir pools in 

late May. A very rainy late spring, which led to partial flooding of Clifton Ings in mid May, topped-up 

the more temporary pools in the Flood Reservoir and doubtless benefited tadpoles. Unusually large 

numbers of young Smooth Newt tadpoles were noted at the same time. 

 

Insects 

 

On 15
th

 May, 121 Tansy Beetles were counted within an area of a few square metres on one of the 

mounds adjoining the Pond. Several were also present on tansy in the New Meadow and on an adjacent 

verge. None could be found on the banks of Blue Beck, which had supported a good population prior to 

maintenance work by the IDB in 2005, which resulted in tansy patches being scraped away and nettles 

invading dredgings tipped over the banks. 

 

The jewel-like Tansy Beetle formerly occurred in several lowland river valleys and fenland areas of 

England but now seems to be restricted to the Ouse washlands between Poppleton and Wistow 

Lordship in Selby district. It is common enough in this restricted area, though populations are 

threatened by insensitive management of ditch and river banks and intensive management of floodplain 

grasslands. Mass planting of osiers on river banks by the former National Rivers Authority and 

invasion of Himalayan balsam on ungrazed sites have not helped. 

 

However, despite these threats, the Tansy Beetle seems to have quite modest requirements, namely an 

abundance of tansy amongst open vegetation within or adjoining the flood zone. The very simple 

measure of transplanting tansy into the pond compound has clearly been successful, with the added 

benefit that piecemeal, rotational management such as cutting vegetation and scrub removal can be 

timed to avoid harm to Tansy Beetles. 

 

During summer 2006, Friends of Rawcliffe Meadows planted-out at carefully chosen locations tansy 

plants grown from locally-collected seed by Brunswick Organic Nursery. Control of fast-growing 

dominant plants such as bulky grasses, hogweed, cow parsley, greater willowherb and stinging nettles 

will be needed to ensure that the beetle’s foodplant establishes successfully. 

 

A single specimen of the Nationally Scarce scavenger water beetle Berosus signaticollis was found in 

the flood reservoir on 26
th

 May. This beetle seems to occur only sporadically in Yorkshire, and this is 

the most northerly record for the species in Britain. It would be unprecedented if it became established. 

 

Cornfield Nature Reserve 
 

The Cornfield NR continues to provide an important habitat for wildlife associated with cultivated 

land. A spring-sown wheat crop is grown on part of the field with stubble left overwinter, whilst two 

0.5 hectare plots are sown with special seed crops used by birds and invertebrates. The Cornfield 

supports breeding Skylarks and wintering populations of several declining farmland birds including 

Linnet, Yellowhammer and Corn Bunting. Tree Sparrows and Reed Buntings forage throughout the 

year.  

 

Friends of Rawcliffe Meadows and City of York Council jointly hold a Countryside Stewardship 

Agreement for the Cornfield. Some manual tasks and wildlife monitoring are undertaken by FoRM but 

the Council are responsible for contracting out the essential mechanical tasks of ploughing, drilling 

crops and cutting. Unfortunately, every year without fail, time-critical management work is undertaken 

too late – the cereal crop areas don’t get cultivated till late spring, leaving only a brief period in which 

Skylarks can nest, or weed control is left so late in the year that there is a continuous build up of 

invasive perennial weeds like couch-grass and creeping thistle. FoRM have urged City of York Council 

to ensure that these problems are not repeated in 2007. 
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CONTACT 
 
For further information or to offer assistance, please contact: 

 

Judith Sutton on 01759 372318  


