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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 seventeenth Annual Report of Friends of Rawcliffe Meadows, 

summarising our work during the year 2007.  

 

 

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 

 
2007 began with heavy flooding and many work parties have concentrated upon clearing up 

the litter left behind. Since this also contained some very large logs, the assistance of the 

Environment Agency was called on, along with paying for the British Trust for Conservation 

Volunteers (BTCV) to cut and relocate. 

 

The flooding had been so great that the Cornfield Buffer was also affected and debris had to 

be removed from there to prevent problems with tractors and machinery. The BTCV also 

managed to trim the Reservoir Basin hedge, which has produced a substantial barrier in the 

seventeen years. 

 

A first Tansy Leaf Beetle was sighted in the pond area on the 28
th
 March, although there were 

none seen elsewhere that day, but as the year progressed the new plants were also occupied by 

beetles. 

 

Unfortunately, along with flooding, vandalism remains a nuisance, such as the new notice 

board put in by the pond was very quickly removed and thrown into the Ings Dyke. Upon 

being extracted and thought to be stowed safely, it then appeared to be used as firewood by 

one of the illegal vandal campers that occasionally plague the site. 

 

In June we had our annual pond dip upon the 21
st
, which was successful in the discovery of a 

wide range of creatures including a very large newt and large water scorpion. Unfortunately, 

only one family made the effort to attend, although it was well publicised. Similarly, the walk 

on 12
th
 July was only attended by the same family. The summer’s torrential rain caused us 

problems by delaying the hay cut and meaning standing water covered much of the site, 

including the Cornfield Buffer. 

 

The hay was finally cut and removed at the end of August but then the hoped-for grazing was 

halted by the outbreak of Bluetongue disease and the ban on cattle movement. 

 

Ron wrote a piece for the Campaign to Protect Rural England branch newsletter, which they 

published in the autumn and which received plaudits.  

 

In October a large group of BTCV volunteers did an excellent job tidying up the pond area 

and coppicing trees. 

 

November found the volunteers clearing reed mace from an overgrown pond in the reservoir 

basin and the final work party of the year had to be cancelled due to further rain…  

 

In addition Martin carried out a breeding bird survey of the Cornfield Buffer, which whilst not 

holding out hope for the return of the Grey Partridge or Corn Bunting that once bred there, did 

identify three pairs of Skylark that were producing at least one brood each. It is now essential 

that work is maintained upon the site and its surroundings for it to play the part of one of the 

remaining Skylark nesting grounds in the urban fringe of York.



ECOLOGICAL REPORT 

 
This section is a summary of wildlife records collated by Martin Hammond. Cap Fowles and 

Nigel Stewart again provided valuable records, which are gratefully acknowledged. Martin 

would be pleased to receive any wildlife records from Rawcliffe Meadows, the Cornfield 

Nature Reserve and neighbouring sites such as Rawcliffe Bar Country Park, Clifton Ings and 

Clifton Park: e-mail martinhammond1@tiscali.co.uk 

 

Mammals 

 
City of York Council held a bat evening at Rawcliffe Bar in July, covering the Country Park 

and Meadows. This produced evidence of Common Pipistrelle, Soprano Pipistrelle, 

Daubenton’s, Noctule and Brown Long-eared bats. These are the more widespread species in 

Yorkshire (and England as a whole), Pipistrelle Bat being recognised as comprising two 

distinct species several years ago. Daubenton’s Bat is usually associated with rivers and lakes 

and there has been a well-known roost under Clifton Bridge at Water End for some years. 

Noctule breeding roosts are also known to be present locally and this species can be seen 

flying high over the Ings on summer evenings.  

 

The presence of five bat species indicates that there is plenty of activity in the area around 

Rawcliffe Meadows. This is important to know because if City of York Council take over 

management responsibility from the Environment Agency, there is likely to be more pressure 

to remove or ‘tidy-up’ potentially unsafe trees. Whilst land management on the meadows 

provides good quality foraging habitat, we need to establish where bats are roosting to ensure 

that populations are properly protected. 

 

Rabbit numbers in the larch plantation at the northern end of the Clifton Hospital site have 

increased to the extent that the adjacent patch of hay meadow was closely grazed throughout 

the year. I have the feeling that this may reflect a drastic fall in Fox numbers locally during 

the past few years; has anyone else noticed this? 

 

Birds 

 

January saw prolonged floods on the Ouse with birds on the flood waters at Clifton Ings 

including 2 drake Tufted Duck on 2
nd

 January and a female on 13
th
, a drake Pochard on 16th 

and a drake Goldeneye on 12th and 22nd (NS). A Little Grebe was on the river on 2nd January 

with another on Rawcliffe Meadows pond from 21st-23rd February. 

 

On 23rd January the Cornfield held 259 Linnets, 23 Skylarks and smaller numbers of Tree 

Sparrow, Reed Bunting and Dunnock. There were few, if any, sightings of Corn Bunting from 

the Cornfield but 33 came into roost in the trees along the Ings Dyke on 23
rd

 February with up 

to 35 roosting through March (NS). 

 

Spring migrants tended to be late arriving; Cap noted the sudden appearance of Willow 

Warblers around 22nd April. He noted Blackcap from April 16th (and throughout the summer) 

and Swallow from the 19th. 

On 1
st
 May a male Bullfinch was ‘singing’ and eating ash buds in the Country Park plantation 

adjoining the Copse. Cap recorded a female Bullfinch gathering nesting material in the scrub 

patch by Blue Beck on 26th May, where two juveniles were present on August 12th. We seem 

to have a stable breeding population of at least two or three pairs around the site and 

Bullfinches can be seen throughout the year. 

 

Cap noted the first Moorhen chicks on the pond (two of them) on 2
nd

 May with ten Mallard 

ducklings accompanying a female on the Ings Dyke on the same day. 



 

On 13
th
 May there was a single Lesser Whitethroat in the Flood Reservoir but the only other 

record was of juveniles moving through Clifton Park on 15th August (NS). A Cuckoo flying 

over Cricket Ground into Clifton Park on 21st May seems to be the first record for this much 

declining species in the vicinity of Rawcliffe Meadows (NS). 

 

A Sedge Warbler was singing from flood reservoir on 18th and 21st June. A Reed Warbler was 

singing from the Ings Dyke on 20
th
 June with a fresh-plumaged individual at the small pond 

on the Country Park on 11th August. The recurrent records of Reed Warbler and Sedge 

Warbler in 2006/2007 strongly suggest that these species would breed if sufficient tall 

wetland vegetation was available (one or two pairs of Sedge Warbler did formerly breed 

along Blue Beck in the mid 1990s). 

 

A breeding bird survey of the Cornfield showed that three pairs of Skylark were present in 

spring with at least two making second breeding attempts in June. There was another territory 

in the Flood Reservoir but it is not known whether breeding took place. A brood of eight 

Pheasants was seen in the Cornfield in late June whilst there were two Reed Bunting 

territories on the boundaries of the Cornfield, plus one or two in the Flood Reservoir. 

 

A male Whinchat seen on Clifton Ings towards the end of July remained until all the hay was 

cut at the end of August, whilst two Corn Bunting breeding territories were recorded on the 

Ings (NS) - a very welcome record of an increasingly scarce breeding bird. Corn Bunting 

continues to be a regular winter visitor to the Clifton Washland but this appears to be the first 

indication of breeding for eight or nine years. 

 

A Goshawk drifted low over the trees in Clifton Park on the evening of 27
th
 July, gained 

height, did a little roller coaster display flight then drifted off; remarkably this spectacular 

bird of prey was followed by a young Marsh Harrier circling Clifton Ings on 7th August (NS). 

Who would guess that an area in the suburbs of York would produce records of eight birds of 

prey during a two year period? 

 

On 16
th 

November, 42 Tree Sparrows, 25 Reed Buntings and eight Yellowhammers were 

counted in the Cornfield. On 11
th 

December, 150-200 Linnets were present along with 

Greenfinch (20+), Yellowhammer (10-20) and Corn Bunting (at least 5). On 14th December, 

during a cold snap, 66 Tree Sparrows were counted along with 34 Greenfinches. At least one 

Brambling – a winter visitor from Scandinavia – was present amongst finches on 24
th
 

December. 

13 Snipe were counted in the reservoir basin on 11th December with 22 on Christmas Eve. 

Little Grebe was present on the River Ouse again throughout December with 11 Goosanders 

on 21st December (NS). 

 

2006 update 

 

Nigel Stewart has kindly provided some additional records of notable birds for 2006: 

 

A female Merlin was over Rawcliffe Bar Country Park on 17th January; a Green Woodpecker 

on Rawclffe Ings 1st February; and couple of Lesser Redpolls by the Flood Basin at the end 

of March.  

A Lesser Whitethroat was at Rawcliffe Ings on 10th May then seen and heard regularly 

through the summer (possibly bred). There were two sightings of Hobby: the first over the 

Cornfield on the evening of 13th May, then another seen over Clifton Ings/Rawcliffe 

Meadows on 9th June. A Sedge Warbler was singing from the Rawcliffe Meadows Pond on 

23rd May with another in riverside vegetation on Clifton Ings from 4th-19th July; amazingly, 

two weeks later a Reed Warbler was singing from the Rawcliffe Meadows Pond on 10th June. 



There was a good Autumn passage of Spotted Flycatchers in late August to early September 

with 12 seen in Clifton Park on 5th September; three Greenshanks were over Rawcliffe Ings 

on 26th August and finally a skein of Pink Footed Geese flew over on a very foggy 20th 

December. 

 

Amphibians 

 

Unusually warm and very dry weather in April resulted in rapid recession of water levels in 

the small pools in the Flood Reservoir, so that some which usually persist into mid summer 

were already dried-up. Dry spring periods seem to have been a feature of the past few years 

and must affect Frogs in particular since there is little likelihood of their tadpoles developing 

successfully in pools which dry out so early. However, downpours in June and torrential rain 

in July refilled the pools for a long period, which may well have benefited Smooth Newts 

(which have a much more extended breeding season than Frogs and Toads). Numerous 

tadpoles of various shapes and sizes were extracted in June’s pond dip, along with a very 

large and inquisitive Smooth Newt. 

 

Invertebrates 

 

Mick noted the first active Tansy Beetles near the pond on 28
th
 March – a very early date for 

this species in the wild. A few were present in the tansy patch bordering the New Meadow in 

mid April. 

 

We had our first moth survey on 25
th
 July, the report for which is reproduced below. By 

coincidence a moth event was held at Rawcliffe Bar Country Park on 11th August, led by Dr 

David Chesmore. 26 species were recorded from the grassed area outside the Country Park 

offices. 

 

Nigel Stewart has informed me of two new butterflies for the site. He first saw Brown Argus 

near the chapel at Clifton Park in July 2006. Nigel found it in the same area again in May 

2007 and, later in the month, at the northern end of Rawcliffe Meadows. He also recorded 

Marbled White from the rear of the floodbank at the Meadows this summer. 

 

Both butterflies have expanded their ranges considerably in recent years. Once a speciality of 

limestone grassland, the Brown Argus began to utilise a wider range of larval foodplants in 

the 1990s, allowing it to spread onto set-aside land, brownfield habitats etc. Until quite 

recently, the only native populations of Marbled White in northern England were on a few 

steep valley slopes in the Yorkshire Wolds. During the past 10 years it has spread via road 

verges and grassy field margins into neighbouring districts, including the Vale of York. There 

are now well-established populations in the City of York at Clifton Backies and World’s End 

(near Strensall). Few butterflies are well-adapted to hay meadows (especially those which 

flood), because the traditional management regime interrupts their life-cycle, but Marbled 

White seems good at utilising quite small areas of rough, uncut grassland and may well be 

able to establish itself of the peripheries of the floodplain. 

 

These records bring the number of butterfly species recorded from Rawcliffe Meadows to 24 

(Small Skipper, Large Skipper, Brimstone, Clouded Yellow, Large White, Small White, 

Green-veined White, Orange Tip, Purple Hairstreak, Small Copper, Brown Argus, Common 

Blue, Holly Blue, Red Admiral, Painted Lady, Small Tortoiseshell, Peacock, Comma, 

Speckled Wood, Wall Brown, Marbled White, Gatekeeper, Meadow Brown, Ringlet). The 

majority of these species will have well-established local breeding populations or are regular 

migrants; Clouded Yellow is an erratic and relatively scarce wanderer from the Continent. For 

anyone who wants to add to this list, it would certainly be worth checking the elms in the 

Copse for White-letter Hairstreak. 

 



Flora 

 

The ‘weed’ flora in the Cornfield has much declined in diversity during the past few years so 

it was pleasing to note good patches of Corn Spurrey and, for the first time, Corn Marigold 

(around 20 plants). Corn Marigold has not declined quite as much as some other arable 

flowers but it is increasingly scarce and will suffer from the drop in sugar beet production in 

the Vale of York, for it was found traditionally in the unsprayed margins of sandy beet fields. 

 

A few Common Spotted Orchids appeared in the Flood Reservoir, on a plot which was 

rotovated a few years ago and sown with locally-collected wetland seeds. Other species which 

have established in this plot include Fleabane and Purple Loosestrife. Elsewhere in the basin, 

Meadow-rue, Yellow Loosestrife and Tubular Water-dropwort all continue to increase in 

abundance and there are large populations of all three species. 

 

Moths at Rawcliffe Meadows 
  

Jill and Simon Warwick and Charlie Fletcher kindly visited the Flood Reservoir on 25
th
 July 

with two mercury vapour light traps to carry out an initial survey of the moths of Rawcliffe 

Meadows. 

 

60 species were recorded between about 9.45 PM and 12.30 AM. This adds greatly to our 

knowledge of the insect fauna of Rawcliffe Meadows, as there have previously been only 

three or four moths recorded! 

 

Amongst the more notable species were the following: 

 

Calamotropha paludella:  A pyralid moth which feeds on reedmace (Typha). This apparently 

constitutes the first record for the biological recording Vice-county of North-east Yorkshire 

(VC62).  This species was first noted in Yorkshire at Spurn in 1995 and has slowly spread.   

 

Endothenia quadrimaculana: Another ‘micro’ moth, the larvae of which feed on marsh 

woundwort (Stachys palustris) – not actually a plant known to grow at Rawcliffe.  Never very 

common according to Charlie, who co-ordinates moth recording in Yorkshire. 

 

Dark Umber: The larvae of this local moth feed on buckthorn (Rhamnus catharticus), which 

flourishes in the hedgeline along the Ings Dyke to the north of the Meadows, and at the edge 

of The Copse. Dark Umber reaches the northern limit of its range in North Yorkshire. 

 

Maple Pug: One of a large group of similar-looking small Geometrid moths known as pugs. 

The larvae of Maple Pug feed on the flowers of field maple (Acer campestre), which has been 

extensively planted in new hedges and in The Copse at Rawcliffe. A local, mainly south-

eastern moth though known from a number of Yorkshire localities. 

 

Marsh Pug (Nationally Scarce, Nb)  Marsh Pug is usually a day-flier but does come to light.  

The larva feeds on the flowers and seed capsules of mouse-ears (on the Ings probably 

common mouse-ear, Cerastium fontanum). Marsh Pug occurs in hay meadows, fens and 

dunes. It has a widely but thinly scattered distribution over much of Britain but is very rare in 

the south.  The single specimen was late but fresh and probably represents a second brood (it 

usually has a single brood with adults emerging in May and June).  Marsh Pug would be 

worth looking for in the daytime in early June next year.   

  

The list below gives the catalogue number, English name (where there is one), scientific name 

and number of individuals recorded. 

  

0425  Orchard Ermine (Yponomeuta padella)  1 



0455  Ypsolopha scabrella  1 

0607  Elachista canapennella  1 

0609  Elachista maculicerusella  27 

0658  Carcina quercana  1 

0695  Agonopterix alstromeriana  1 

0792  Mirificarma mulinella  1 

0868  Helcystogramma rufescens  2 

0873  Blastobasis adustella  2 

0937  Agapeta hamana  3 

0972  Dark Fruit-tree Tortrix (Pandemis heparana)  1 

0994  Clepsis consimilana  1 

1053  Acleris hastiana  2 

1076  Celypha lacunana  1 

1104  Endothenia quadrimaculana  1 

1108  Lobesia abscisana  4 

1110  Bactra furfurana  1 

1205  Bud Moth (Spilonota ocellana)  1 

1260  Cydia splendana  2 

1292  Calamotropha paludella  1 

1293  Garden Grass-veneer (Chrysoteuchia culmella)  2 

1294  Crambus pascuella  1 

1304  Agriphila straminella  5 

1332  Scoparia subfusca  1 

1336  Eudonia pallida  3 

1344  Eudonia mercurella  1 

1388  Udea lutealis  2 

1405  Mother of Pearl (Pleuroptya ruralis)  1 

1413  Gold Triangle (Hypsopygia costalis)  1 

1428  Bee Moth (Aphomia sociella)  2 

1439  Trachycera advenella  1 

1524  Emmelina monodactyla  1 

1713  Riband Wave [non-banded form] (Idaea aversata ab. remutata)  1 

1724  Red Twin-spot Carpet (Xanthorhoe spadicearia)  1 

1725  Dark-barred Twin-spot Carpet (Xanthorhoe ferrugata)  3 

1732  Shaded Broad-bar (Scotopteryx chenopodiata)  3 

1792  Dark Umber (Philereme transversata britannica)  1 

1812  Maple Pug (Eupithecia inturbata)  1 

1822  Marsh Pug (Eupithecia pygmaeata)  1 

1832  Currant Pug (Eupithecia assimilata)  1 

1906  Brimstone Moth (Opisthograptis luteolata)  2 

2000  Iron Prominent (Notodonta dromedarius)  1 

2050  Common Footman (Eilema lurideola)  1 

2064  Ruby Tiger (Phragmatobia fuliginosa)  9 

2089  Heart and Dart (Agrotis exclamationis)  1 

2092  Shuttle-shaped Dart (Agrotis puta)  1 

2102  Flame Shoulder (Ochropleura plecta)  4 

2107  Large Yellow Underwing (Noctua pronuba)  41 

2109  Lesser Yellow Underwing (Noctua comes)  7 

2128  Double Square-spot (Xestia triangulum)  2 

2198  Smoky Wainscot (Mythimna impura)  26 

2318  Dun-bar (Cosmia trapezina)  1 

2321  Dark Arches (Apamea monoglypha)  1 

2337x  Marbled Minor agg. (Oliegia strigilis agg.)  1 

2341  Cloaked Minor (Mesoligia furuncula)  1 

2343x  Common Rustic agg. (Mesapamea secalis agg.)  3 



2381  Uncertain (Hoplodrina alsines)  1 

2382  Rustic (Hoplodrina blanda)  2 

2441  Silver Y (Autographa gamma)  1 

2474  Straw Dot (Rivula sericealis)  2 

 

Nest Box Usage 

 

On the following page is an analysis of the usage of the nest boxes in the Rawcliffe Meadows 

copse. There are no figures for 2007 due to Steve not being available. 
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New Publication about Tansy Beetles – 

 

Chapman D, Dytham C, and Oxford G (2007) Modelling population redistribution in 

a leaf beetle: an evaluation of alternative dispersal functions, Journal of Animal 

Ecology, 76, pp 36-44 

 

CONTACT 
 
For further information or to offer assistance, please contact: 

 

Judith Sutton on 01759 372318  


