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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 eighteenth Annual Report of Friends of Rawcliffe Meadows, 

summarising our work during the year 2008.  

 

 

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 

 
2008 began with the Friends focusing on trees! With the aid of a tree surgeon we cut down the 

eastern entrance (Shipton Road) Field Maples to hedge height, these had originally been 

planted by the Friends at the outset of the project in the very early 1990’s. The height 

reduction was advanced planning to limit the opportunity for predators to perch and prey upon 

nesting birds in the cornfield from what would have been a line of tall trees on the fringe. 

With the aid of the York Tree Wardens we also coppiced about half of the Hazels next to the 

pond to open up the area and discourage the illegal camping that had been taking place! The 

BTCV also coppiced trees at the boundary with the Country Park side interplanting the trees 

with Gorse to encourage the Yellowhammers and Linnets, that feed in the copse, to nest – we 

have important wintering populations but they don’t stay around to breed. 

 

To avoid damage to the flood bank the Environment Agency had contracted the City Council 

to lay a hard-surface path along the top of the bank; this also involved removing the fence, 

which prevented us from grazing cattle in the spring. Whilst demonstrating the usage that is 

made of the meadows, it is important to maintain its role in flood prevention for the City 

itself. 

 

The Environment Agency had also laid a heavier surface at the crossroads with the cycle track 

and Shipton Road entrance to facilitate pumping in the event of a flood, along with digging 

out a ditch in the flood reservoir to assist in extracting water from Blue Beck in flood 

conditions. The ditch may also assist in providing additional biodiversity, such as that lost 

when Blue Beck was cleared some years ago. 

 

During the summer a project commenced, initiated by Martin Hammond and the Environment 

Agency to restore the meadow to the west of the cycle track north of  the northern meadow 

boundary but before the copse. The top soil was stripped, the area sprayed, the area harrowed 

and hay from Clifton Ings spread across the surface. Specific seed, such as Meadowsweet, 

from Rawcliffe Meadows was also collected during the autumn to  be grown on for planting. 

Volunteers spent Monday August 11
th
 scattering the hay, which was well publicised in the 

regional media. 

 

The Agency also funded some BTCV work to remove weeds from the meadow but another 

serious flood at the time of the hay cut, which was due to be early anyway will not have 

helped. Most of the hay was baled and some removed but other caught in the flood, the 

flooding also covered the new meadow project area 

 

Further Tansy planting was carried out in the small meadow to assist with the Tansy Leaf 

Beetle population. 

 

It was hoped to get cattle on as soon as the land was dry but Sustrans had carried out 

surfacing work in the copse without consultation including removing fences, which delayed 

the grazing for some weeks. Despite the slightly damp conditions, the beasts did manage to 

eat quite a lot and compensate for their absence in the spring and the early cut. 

 

Along with encouraging the spread of Tansy Leaf Beetle, the Friends hope to encourage Dock 

Leaf Beetle, in this case to assist in managing the dock plants that appear to be more prevalent 

as a result of nitrogen-rich summer flood waters. 

 

The Agency have also funded a tree survey and bat study, which will further assist in 

managing the site for all its users and uses. 

 

 



ECOLOGICAL REPORT 

 
CONSERVATION MANAGEMENT 
 

Weed control 

 
Controlling invasive weeds like docks and creeping thistle is a never-ending and often 

thankless – but unavoidable – part of caring for a traditional hay meadow. This year BTCV 

volunteers put in six days of hard work removing docks and thistles from the main meadow. 

The Lazy Dog chisel-hoes proved very effective and ergonomic, and hopefully this will have 

‘knocked back’ dock problems for a good few years.  

 

Common hogweed has become a nuisance in the New Meadow, completely dominating part 

of the plot. This was controlled by a combination of spot-spraying with glyphosate in May 

(only partially successful) and cutting off the flowerheads to prevent seeding. 

 

The new scrape 

 
In June, Lumsden & Carroll (Environment Agency contractors) excavated a ditch in the flood 

basin as part of an upgrade of the pumping system. Whilst on site, they excavated a new 

scrape for us; the digger driver did a superb job, creating a crescent-shaped hollow with 

varying depths and profiles. This was fenced-off later in the year and will be planted with 

Phragmites reed next spring to create additional habitat for Reed Bunting and other species. 

 

 

Copse Field meadow re-creation 
 

Between March and June the Environment Agency carried out extensive repairs to the river 

bank at Clifton Ings. These works were necessary to prevent erosion undermining the 

floodbanks. The Agency’s engineers needed topsoil to cover the repaired sections of bank and 

were able to take this from weedy, run-down ‘improved’ grassland immediately north of 

Rawcliffe Meadows. This plot, now referred to as the Copse Field, covers half a hectare. 

After topsoil was stripped to a depth of 30 cm., the plot was left fallow so that regenerating 

thistles could be sprayed off. Following this, the ground was chain-harrowed to create a 

seedbed. On 11
th
 August, eight hay bales from Clifton Ings were rolled out to introduce seed 

to the plot. Around 20 people helped out, including members of Friends of Rawcliffe 

Meadows, staff from City of York Council and the Environment Agency and even a few 

passers-by!  A considerable quantity of hand-collected seed was also spread directly on to the 

plot or dispatched to Brunswick Organic Nursery (Bishopthorpe) and Mires Beck Nursery 

(North Cave) for growing on as plugs. Late summer floods delayed germination but by the 

end of the year there was a good spread of grass across the field and evidence of at least a few 

broad leaved herbs such as ribwort and meadow buttercup establishing. 

 

Friends of Rawcliffe Meadows would like to thank Sue Penn, Colin Porritt and the other 

Biodiversity and Operations Delivery staff at the Environment Agency for all the hard work 

they put into this project, as well as Bob Missin and colleagues from City of York Council. 

We are also grateful to Mr Crabtree, who takes the hay from Clifton Ings, for his assistance. 

 

Floodplain Meadows Partnership 

 

Experts from the Open University have established a partnership of organisations working to 

conserve and restore floodplain meadows. This summer they visited Rawcliffe Meadows and 

Clifton Ings and will hopefully be undertaking detailed studies of the vegetation, soil structure 

and hydrology of both sites during 2009. This work should provide valuable insights into 



practical management issues. For example, expansion of species-poor vegetation dominated 

by creeping buttercup and creeping bent is an increasing problem on Rawcliffe Meadows but 

we have little idea of the causes.  

 

Much interesting information, including downloadable newsletters, can be found on the 

website www.floodplainmeadows.org.uk 

 

The Environment Agency is organizing a series of events with the Floodplain Meadows 

Partnership in York on 12
th
 and 13

th
 June 2009. For details please contact Sue Penn 

(sue.penn@environment-agency.gov.uk) 

 

 

WILDLIFE REPORTS 
Compiled by Martin Hammond 

 
We are grateful to Nigel Stewart for his invaluable records of birds (and other wildlife) from 

the Clifton Washland. Wildlife records are always welcome: please e-mail to 

m.hammond300@googlemail.com 

 

Birds 
 

During the early months there were much better numbers of Snipe in the flood basin than for 

many years. 45 were present on 22
nd

 February with a peak of 63 on 5
th
 March; numbers had 

fallen to 25 on 31
st
 March. 22 were still present on 18

th
 April, declining to 8 on the 25th. One 

or two Jack Snipe were present throughout February and March, with 4 flushed on 31
st
 March. 

 

Flooding on the Ings attracted a range of water birds during the early months with records of 

Mute Swan, Canada Goose, Shelduck (one on January 3
rd

), Wigeon, Tufted Duck and Coot. A 

Yellow-legged Gull was amongst gulls gathered on Clifton Ings on 2
nd

 February (NS), the 

first record of this species from the Clifton Washland. Yellow-legged Gull is the 

Mediterranean version of our Herring Gull and is an increasing non-breeding visitor to 

Britain. 

 

Although no Corn Buntings were reported from the Cornfield, up to 18 were seen gathering to 

roost on Clifton Ings in February with a few remaining up to the first week in March.  

 

100+ Fieldfares and Redwings were feeding on the Cornfield on 14
th
 March, by which time 

Skylarks were actively proclaiming their territories. 3, possibly 4 pairs of Skylark bred and 

much activity in June suggested that a second brood was underway. An unseasonal Lapwing 

was seen on the Cornfield on 29
th
 May (NS). 

 

Tree Sparrows were widespread around the site during the breeding period, not only in the 

Copse and adjoining hedgerows but also in the Ings Dyke hedge and around the flood basin. It 

is difficult to make any meaningful estimate of how many breeding pairs were present, but the 

population certainly seemed to be healthy. At least one pair of Stock Doves bred in the Ings 

Dyke hedge. There were 3 or 4 Reed Bunting territories on Rawcliffe Meadows this year and 

11 on Clifton Ings, making the Washland a significant local stronghold. It is hoped that the 

new scrape in the flood basin will provide additional breeding habitat. At least one pair of 

Reed Warblers fledged young in the small reedbed at Rawcliffe Bar Country Park (a 

biological cleansing system for wastewater from the site).  

 

Nigel manages to observe an impressive number of birds of prey each year on the Clifton 

Washland. In 2008 his records included a Merlin on 29
th
 February, Common Buzzards on 4

th
 

July and 11
th
 November, Peregrine (three records) and Hobbies on 29

th
 May and 17

th
 August. 

He also recorded a conspicuous influx of migrant thrushes in October: on the 9
th
 at least 60 



Blackbirds and 20 Song Thrushes were gathered in one tree on Rawcliffe Ings! Other passage 

birds or wanderers in the autumn included 3 Spotted Flycatchers in Clifton Park from August 

28
th
 into early September, 3 Crossbills at Rawcliffe Meadows on 25

th
 September, 10 Lesser 

Redpolls near the flood basin the following day and a Blackcap at the allotments on 8
th
 

October. A returning Jack Snipe was flushed from the flood basin on 24
th
 October with 

another in the Cornfield on 9
th
 December. 41 Snipe were in the flood basin on 22

nd
 December 

with a single Green Sandpiper there on December 15
th 

(NS). 

 

16 Corn Buntings were counted at the Clifton Ings roost on 28
th
 October with up to a dozen in 

late November. 

 

December was the coldest for many years so there should have been large numbers of 

songbirds on the seed crops in the Cornfield. However, a quinoa-dominated seed mixture, 

prescribed by Natural England, yielded barely any seed and what little there was had gone 

before the wintry weather set in. The best count was 52 Linnets on 22
nd

 December with very 

few other species present at all. 11 Stock Doves were feeding on the stubbles on 15
th
 

December with 7 a week later. 

 

Floods on Clifton Ings in November and December attracted Greylag and Canada Geese with 

a single Goldeneye present on the 15
th
 December (NS). 

 

 

Amphibians 
 

The first Frog was seen on 15
th
 February and good numbers were spawning in the flood basin 

a week later. Spawning Toads were present in the larger pools during the first week in April. 

The seemingly endless rain from late July to early September filled-up what are usually 

winter-wet temporary pools in the flood basin. Smooth Newts exploited these conditions by 

egg-laying in late summer, with young tadpoles present in the autumn. 

 

Invertebrates 

 

The miserable summer weather meant that there were few butterflies around with no reports 

received of Brown Argus, Purple Hairstreak or Marbled White this year. 

 

Dragonfly records from Nigel Stewart included a Broad-bodied Chaser along the Ings Dyke 

on June 17
th
, a female Emperor Dragonfly egg-laying in the Country Park pond on July 4

th
 

and several Emerald Damselflies by the main Rawcliffe Meadows pond in late July / early 

August. 

 

On 15
th
 October, a brief survey of the new scrape in the flood basin produced 25 aquatic 

invertebrate species. These were mainly common, mobile species such as the Wandering 

Snail (Radix balthica) and various diving beetles and lesser water boatmen. More notable was 

the presence of some uncommon species such as the bladder snail Aplexa hypnorum and the 

water beetle Agabus uliginosus. Large populations of these occur in the flood basin, so they 

readily colonise new pools even though they are poorly dispersive. Another noteworthy find 

was the lesser water-boatman Sigara limitata. When the recent atlas of British water bugs was 

published in 2003, this seemed to be a scarce species but it has been found in an increasing 

number of localities recently. It seems to like ponds with a firm mineral substrate and limited 

amounts of vegetation. 

 

New water beetle species continue to be found in the flood basin, this year including 

Graptodytes granularis, a tiny but attractively marked diving beetle found in mossy fen pools. 

This Nationally Scarce species has a restricted British distribution, being found mainly in 



lowland eastern England. In Yorkshire it is found principally from Strensall and Skipwith 

Commons and a small number of locations in the Humberhead Levels.  

 

The following list of moths was recorded from Rawcliffe Bar Country Park in August 2007 

by David Chesmore (thanks to Stephen Whittaker of City of York Council for providing this). 

 

Code species English name 

0246 Tinea semifulvella  

0518 Coleophora mayrella  

0609 Elachista 

maculicerusella 

 

0874 Blastobasis lacticolella  

0937 Agapeta hamana  

0977 Archips podana Large Fruit-tree Tortrix 

1036 Acleris forsskaleana  

1063 Celypha striana  

1293 Chrysoteuchia culmella Garden Grass-veneer 

1331 Acentria ephemerella Water Veneer 

1388 Udea lutealis  

1439 Trachycera advenella  

1708 Idaea dimidiata Single-dotted Wave 

1738 Epirrhoe alternata Common Carpet 

1913 Ennomos alniaria Canary-shouldered Thorn 

2064 Phragmatobia fuliginosa Ruby Tiger 

2092 Agrotis puta Shuttle-shaped Dart 

2102 Ochropleura plecta Flame Shoulder 

2107 Noctua pronuba Large Yellow Underwing 

2314 Parastichtis ypsillon Dingy Shears 

2321 Apamea monoglypha Dark Arches 

2341 Mesoligia furuncula Cloaked Minor 

2343x Mesapamea secalis agg. Common Rustic agg. 

2474 Rivula sericealis Straw Dot 
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CONTACT 
 

For further information or to offer assistance, please contact: 

 

Judith Sutton on 01759 372318  


