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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 nineteenth Annual Report of Friends of Rawcliffe Meadows, 

summarising our work during the year 2009.  

 

 

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 

 

http://www.communigate.co.uk/york/form/index.phtml
http://www.bbc.co.uk/northyorkshire/content/articles/2006/03/29/rawcliffe_meadows_feature.shtml
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EVENTS 

 
2009 began in January with the Friends working on the Blue Beck copse hedge and the 

associated copse; this was continued through February whilst we had employed the BTCV to 

coppice the hedge to the north of the Rawcliffe Bar cornfield during the same month. 

Meanwhile Martin had made an early start on spraying the Giant Hogweed threatening the 

New Meadow. 

 

March saw us filling in the gaps in the newly coppiced hedge at the north of the Cornfield 

Buffer with gorse plants to provide cover for birds and small mammals. In April and May, 

following work to create a bigger ditch and scrapes in the reservoir basin, where the small 

ponds and scrapes are increasingly becoming great habitats, Phragmites was planted along the 

edges of the main ditch, which also revealed the appearance of an early Southern Marsh 

Orchid on the site. Work was also done on keeping the Tansy plants in the New Meadow 

clear of competing plant life. 

 

The pond dip in early June was unattended by visitors although we had spent time clearing a 

path around the pond, but it gave us time to consider whether to hold the event or use the 

scrapes in the Reservoir Basin, which contain a wider abundance of fauna. 

 

In early July the annual walk failed to attract anyone as well, so work continued on checking 

boundaries and clearing litter from the site ready for the hay cut. Following the hay cut, we 

then had to clear the hay off the flood bank to be piled within the small clumps of trees nearby 

to discourage arson. In this driest of recent summers there was also an abundance of 

Himalayan Balsam to pull out from the New Meadow, again trying to keep the Tansy plants 

clear of competition. 

 

During September further work was done clearing the pond area, again maintaining the very 

healthy Tansy plant population surrounding it for the also very healthy Tansy Leaf Beetle 

population. During October the copse at the northern end gained our attention when we tidied 

up the trees and the boundary with the Cornfield Buffer and cleared any debris and litter. 

 

Due to lack of flooding, for a change, the cattle had been able to graze right into December all 

across the site which should improve the quality of the meadow but when the floods came this 

restricted the final work party of the year to cutting back the hedge line along the entrance 

from Shipton Road above the Reservoir Basin. 

 

As well as the main Rawcliffe Meadows site there has been substantial activity on the 

Rawcliffe Ings New Meadow, where loads of plug grown plants were put in during July, 

along with additional cuts and raking off of the arisings. 

 

The assistance of the York Tree Warden Group has been most welcome, frequently doubling 

the size of work parties, along with enhancing skills and strength. 

 

The Environment Agency has commissioned further tree work, which has been done after 

consultation, so any ameliorating work for nesting and bats has been taken care of. 

 

The main drawback in 2009 was the number of fires being lit on the site for drink parties, 

which bring a substantial amount of litter, along with damage to trees, as they forage for 

firewood. Work needs to be done to reduce the site’s attractiveness for this type of activity, 

whilst still enabling the range of wildlife to prosper and feel protected and the better behaved 

members of the public to visit and enjoy its natural splendour. 

 



ECOLOGICAL REPORT 
 

WILDLIFE REPORTS - Compiled by Martin Hammond 

 

2009 produced some excellent wildlife records, both from Rawcliffe Meadows and the 

Cornfield Nature Reserve and from the wider Clifton Washland. I am very grateful to Cap 

Fowles (CF) and Nigel Stewart (NS) for their records, and have included a few others posted 

on the York Ornithological Club (YOC) website (www.tka.co.uk/yoc/). Please send any 

interesting wildlife records for 2010 by e-mail to m.hammond300@googlemail.com 

 

Insects 

 

Cap noted the first butterfly of the year, a Brimstone, on 1
st
 April. Small Tortoiseshell, 

Comma, Orange Tip and Peacock were observed later in the month. Ringlet, Gatekeeper, 

Meadow Brown, Speckled Wood and Green-veined White were noted during July, when there 

was a single record of Brown Argus on the 28
th
 (NS). An impressive immigration of Painted 

Ladies produced a second generation, with 60-70 flying around Rawcliffe Bar Country Park 

on 12
th
 August (NS), along with a similar number of Large Whites. There were no records of 

Marbled White or Purple Hairstreak this year.  

 

The flood reservoir pools continue to produce additional species of water beetle each year 

(not all of which succeed in establishing resident breeding populations). In 2009, new species 

for the site included the great diving beetle Dytiscus circumflexus, the small diving beetles 

Hydroporus memnonius and Hydroporus neglectus, and the scavenger water beetle Cercyon 

marinus.  

 

Dytiscus circumflexus (photo 

►) was once restricted to 

coastal districts in the south 

and east of England but has 

spread northwards and inland 

since the 1980s, presumably in 

response to climatic trends. It is 

around 30 mm. in length. 

Hydroporus neglectus is less 

than one-tenth this size and is 

often found amongst mosses 

and rushes in fens and mires. It 

has a restricted distribution 

centred on lowland eastern 

England and is listed as 

Nationally Scarce. However, it 

is an abundant beetle on Strensall and Skipwith Commons so its appearance at Rawcliffe is 

not unexpected.  

 

Mammals 

 

A survey of bats using the Ings Dyke hedgerow was carried out by John Drewitt and 

colleagues in 2008 & 2009, with funding from the Environment Agency. In brief: 

 

 Common Pipistrelles feed extensively along the hedgerow, and around the main 

pond. Bats of this species were also seen passing along the hedge from the direction 

of Clifton Bridge, where there is a known maternity roost. 

 

http://www.tka.co.uk/yoc/
mailto:m.hammond300@googlemail.com


 Soprano Pipistrelles feed in the area around the pond and the footbridge crossing Ings 

Dyke at the southern end of Rawcliffe Meadows; these appear to arrive from the 

north, suggesting there may be a roost of this species in Rawcliffe or Poppleton. 

 

 Both Common and Soprano Pipistrelles forage in the area around the end of the track 

through the allotments, with hedgerows/trees at the northern end of the site providing 

a useful ‘corridor’ between the Ings and local houses. 

 

 Small numbers of Whiskered or Brandt’s Bats were recorded, both at the southern 

end of Rawcliffe Meadows (27 August 2008) and in the northern half (9 June 2009).  

 

 Noctule bats were recorded heading northwards over the hedgerow, probably from 

the maternity roost at Clifton Bridge. (Noctules have been seen on several previous 

occasions moving north over the Ings at dusk). 

 

There were few other reports of mammals in 2009. Two Magpies were seen chasing a Fox in 

the flood basin on 1
st
 April (CF). A Weasel was seen on the cycle path by the Copse on 1

st
 

September (CF). 

 

Birds 

 

In the early months, good numbers of Corn Buntings congregated in trees along the Ings Dyke 

hedge prior to roosting. 50-60 were seen regularly through February and March with a 

maximum of 65 on February 17
th
 (NS). Corn Bunting is one of the most seriously declining 

farmland songbirds in Britain and whilst we no longer have a regular breeding population on 

the Clifton Washland, the area remains an important traditional winter roost site, with birds 

sometimes foraging on the Cornfield Nature Reserve. 

  

Snipe were present in good numbers in the flood basin in late winter, peaking at a record 84 

birds on 3
rd

 March, when 2 Jack Snipe were also noted. Single Jack Snipe were reported from 

both the flood basin and the Ings Dyke on 4
th
 April (there was an earlier record from Clifton 

Ings on 3
rd

 January by NS). 

 

Spring passage was relatively quiet for songbirds, but Nigel saw a fine male Redstart on 

Rawcliffe Ings on 17
th
 April. 

 

A pair of Grey Partridges frequented the northern end of Rawcliffe Ings on 24
th
 to 27

th
 May. 

There were three Skylark territories in the Cornfield Nature Reserve in spring with one male 

still holding territory in mid-July, which suggests multiple breeding attempts. 

 

A stunned Long-eared Owl was rescued near the Outer Ring Road at Rawcliffe Ings on 18
th
 

June. It was a female with brood patches, suggesting that it had bred nearby. After being 

cared for at a wildlife rescue centre it was released nearby.  

 

Another notable local breeding record was of two broods of Reed Warbler on the filtration 

pond at Rawcliffe Bar Country Park - either one pair raised two broods or two pairs bred 

separately. A male Reed Warbler also held territory at Rawcliffe Meadows pond during the 

second half of May (CF, NS). Birds observed with juveniles in the pond area included 

Greenfinch, Goldfinch and Tree Sparrow, whilst Mistle Thrush bred successfully in a tree in 

the cricket club field (CF). 20+ Mistle Thurshes were gathered on the cricket field on 25
th
 

August (YOC). There was much Tree Sparrow activity around the Copse and the Cornfield, 

with post-breeding flocks of 30 or so birds seen several times. 

 



A rather staggering array of birds were seen flying overhead or circling around in June and 

July, including a Red Kite, Hobby (on two dates), a Honey Buzzard, a Crane and a Raven (NS 

and YOC records). Three Little Egrets were present around the River Ouse on 14
th
 July (NS).  

 

Autumn migrants included several records of Spotted Flycatcher from the Cornfield hedge, 

the pond and Clifton Park in late August/early September. Cap noted much activity by 

Willow Warblers and Chiffchaffs in willows around the pond in mid August. 

 

Cap observed an unprecedented amount of Jay activity during October and birds could often 

be seen gathering – and sometimes ‘planting’ - acorns. Jay has never been a common bird 

around York, so it is difficult to tell whether numbers have increased locally, or whether these 

birds were taking advantage of a bumper acorn crop. 

 

Immigrant thrushes were well in evidence by mid-October, an influx of Blackbirds and Song 

Thrushes as always pre-dating the appearance of Fieldfares and Redwings. The Corn Bunting 

roost re-formed in October, with 20+ gathering on the 29
th
. 

 

A returning Jack Snipe was seen on Clifton Ings on 5
th
 October (NS) with another in the flood 

basin in late November. A Water Rail was in the flood basin on 26
th
 October and a Woodcock 

was in and around the Cornfield on 23
rd

 to 26
th
 December (MH, NS). 

 

Floods in early December produced an exceptional variety of waterfowl on the Ings with 7 

Shelduck, 8 Wigeon, 22 Teal, 3 Gadwall and 3 Pochard on the 2
nd  

(NS). 

 

Management of the Cornfield Nature Reserve did not go exactly according to plan this year (it 

rarely does!) and establishment of wildlife seed crops (mainly linseed) was poor. However, 

triticale (a hybrid between rye and wheat) grew very well in the cereal plots without any 

addition of fertiliser. Around 2.5 hectares were left unharvested and attracted exceptional 

numbers of songbirds towards the end of the year, both before and during the bitterly cold and 

snowy period in the second half of December. 

 

In late November it was estimated that there were between 150 and 200 Tree Sparrows in and 

around the Cornfield; though numbers declined subsequently, 66 were counted on 23
rd

 

December. In November it was estimated that 50 to 100 Reed Buntings were present in and 

around the Cornfield and flood basin, whilst 42 were counted on 23
rd

 December. 

 

Numbers of Corn Buntings foraging in the Cornfield reached 90+ in late December, when 24 

Yellowhammers, 17 Skylarks and ca. 40 Linnets were also counted. Birds present in smaller 

numbers included Greenfinch, Goldfinch and Pheasant.  

 

Amphibians 

 

The first amphibian record of the year was of a newt (probably a male Smooth Newt) being 

caught by a Kingfisher in one of the flood basin pools on 27
th
 January (NS). 

 

Plenty of frog spawn had been laid in the flood basin pools by 2
nd

 March. 

 

Flora 

 

A quite unexpected colonist was lesser marshwort (Apium inundatum), in the new scrape in 

the flood basin. This aquatic umbellifer has declined seriously over much of its range, being 

associated with shallow, nutrient-poor ponds. A single spike of northern marsh orchid 

(Dactylorhiza purpurella) in the flood basin was another new species for the site. 

 



We appear to be down to a single plant of intermediate lady’s mantle (Alchemilla 

xanthochlora). This is a flower of old, unimproved meadows and pastures which is near the 

southern edge of its range here. In the early 1990s it grew in several places along the flood 

bank at Rawcliffe Meadows but there has been a considerable loss of short, species-rich 

grassland on the embankment since.  

 

A detailed grassland vegetation survey of the Clifton Washland was undertaken by botanists 

from the Floodplain Meadows Partnership, based at the Open University 

(www.floodplainmeadows.org.uk). This confirmed that most of the hay meadow at Rawcliffe 

Meadows can be classified as meadow foxtail / great burnet grassland, coded MG4 in the 

National Vegetation Classification. Admittedly, most of our meadow is a rather species-poor 

version of this type of grassland but since it is an internationally rare and threatened plant 

community, this is still something to take great pride in – especially as the site was 

predominantly run-down pasture dominated by tufted hair-grass and thistles before Friends of 

Rawcliffe Meadows began restoration management back in 1991. 

 

Much of Clifton Ings was identified as meadow foxtail / great burnet grassland or crested 

dogstail / marsh marigold grassland (MG8), another very scarce type of damp meadow. This 

confirms the national importance of the Clifton Washland for its ancient floodplain meadows. 

 

Habitat management 

 

For the first time in many years, weather conditions allowed a timely hay cut and a long 

period of aftermath grazing. This should work wonders for the botanical quality of the 

meadows. While it is important that meadow plants have the opportunity to flower and set 

seed, a long series of wet summers has usually meant that the hay has been cut very late and 

there has only been a brief period of autumn grazing. It is the cycle of cropping hay and 

grazing the regrowth (the ‘aftermath’ or ‘fog’) which maintains the flower-rich grassland of 

the Ings. 

 

Meadow re-creation in the 0.5 ha. Copse Field progressed well. This plot was stripped of 

topsoil and strewn with hay from Clifton Ings in 2008. Characteristic hay meadow plants 

already flowering in 2009 included sweet vernal grass, meadow barley and meadow brome. 

Three cuts were taken to ‘mop up’ excess nutrients released by cultivating the plot, and in 

order to keep more vigorous grasses in check. We even managed to arrange a week of 

grazing. By the autumn over 1,000 wildflower plugs, grown from locally-collected seed, had 

been planted out. These included meadowsweet, great burnet, pepper saxifrage, ragged robin, 

meadow barley and quaking grass. There was also small-scale strewing of hand-collected 

seed and planting out of root-cuttings of bistort taken from the flood basin. ‘Nasties’ such as 

ragwort, docks and giant hogweed were weeded out by hand. 

 

The New Meadow (the small field enclosed by tall hedges at the northern end of Rawcliffe 

Meadows) suffered considerable vandalism during the school summer holidays, including a 

large fire. A huge amount of effort has been put into restoring wildflower-rich grassland there 

since 1992, and we need to avoid a repeat of the damage in 2010. As land owner, the 

Environment Agency has a statutory responsibility to prevent anti-social behaviour on their 

property, as Friends of Rawcliffe Meadows have pointed out. 

 

The new scrape in the flood basin has been fenced and planted with common reed 

(Phragmites australis), in the hope that this will provide additional breeding habitat for 

wetland songbirds. It may take a year or two for vigorous reed growth to establish but given 

the breeding success of Reed Warblers in the Country Park and the almost unlimited food 

supply available to Reed Buntings on the nearby Cornfield, the prospects look good. 

http://www.floodplainmeadows.org.uk/


 

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 to undertake detailed studies of the vegetation, soil structure and hydrology of 

both sites. This work is providing 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 organized a series of events with the Floodplain Meadows 

Partnership in York, including guided tours of the Ings and Meadows on 12
th
 and 13

th
 June 

2009.  
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CONTACT 
 

For further information or to offer assistance, please contact: 

 

Judith Sutton on 01759 372318  

 

Please send any interesting wildlife records by e-mail to 

m.hammond300@googlemail.com 
 

http://www.floodplainmeadows.org.uk/
mailto:m.hammond300@googlemail.com

