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Copse New Meadow Tree - December 2012 (c) Mick Phythian 

 
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 twenty-second Annual Report of the Friends of Rawcliffe Meadows, summarising our 

work during the year 2012.  

 

Website:  
 

http://rawcliffemeadows.wordpress.com/ 

 

http://rawcliffemeadows.wordpress.com/


EVENTS 
 

Fortunately for us Martin Hammond agreed to oversee the management of the Cornfield 

Buffer on a professional basis, which given the weather was helpful. We felt this would 

ensure that the contractors work was done on time, with the maximum benefit for wildlife. 

Martin, however, couldn’t stop the rain... 

 

In January despite some flooding in the Reservoir Basin we were able to work on the trees 

surrounding it. The TCV were on site for four days. We had good numbers, and the pond 

willows were coppiced, followed by those in the last section of the cornfield hedge. Gorse 

was then planted in previously coppiced areas of this hedge. 

 

February’s work party focused on clearing flood debris in the Copse Meadow where it was 

used as mulch under the trees. Despite the Copse and the Copse New Meadow having been 

excluded from the Stewardship agreement due to various complications, the Friends remain 

committed to maintaining them despite lack of funding. 

 

Students from Askham Bryan College have been helping on site again, including in the New 

Meadow Copse and the Reservoir Basin under Martin’s supervision. Lots of good work done. 

 

A series of quarterly meetings at the Environment Agency have started with Bob Missin from 

CoYC attending too. These enable us to plan the management with the Agency, along with 

making them aware of up and coming issues, this includes establishing a work plan to fulfil 

the Higher Level Stewardship (HLS) agreement. 

 

In March we moved debris in the copse away from the flood plain and then moved on to the 

scrub area by Blue Beck. On April 3 the a group of EA Planners had an Environmental Leave 

Work Day and nine members helped us to dig out some of the scrapes in Reservoir Basin on a 

very wet day, so many thanks to them. As some of the site was still flooded the work parties 

concentrated on shifting flood debris over the flood barrier. The EA did some further 

clearance, especially dealing with the largest logs. For May the work party met at the Copse 

Meadow to weed the hedge but June’s weather was that bad that work parties were repeatedly 

cancelled, although we cleared the dock from the flood bank as far as the long stretch. 

 

On Thursday 5
th

. July , we worked on the newly enclosed section of the New Meadow  to 

clear growth around the tansy plants. A leaking sewage pipe there became apparent by the 

smell for what it was, rather than standing flood water! 

 

The Meadow was really lovely in early July and there were  bees collecting throughout. It`s 

worth coming to help just to see it at close quarters. Having checked the pond area on 

Thursday evening, 19 July, the work party moved north through the site clearing ragwort, and 

some dock. Gary cut the hay as soon as possible and the EA also cut banks, and turned hay at 

this time so that Gary could bale it. COYC have funded the enlargement of the cattle grids, 

which helped to prevent escapes by young heifers brought on to graze, walking along the 

sides of the originals. 

 

The last evening work party was on Thursday August 23 it met at the pond and cleared a lot 

of hay from the base of the flood bank. On 31 August a Tansy Beetle survey was carried out 

as a part of the annual York and district study and the numbers, for late August, were very 

pleasing. 

 

On September 6
th

 there was another meeting with EA to discuss the HLS and work plans. 

Then, the first Sunday work party on 9
th

 September met at the pond to clear as much weed 

growth as possible from around the Tansy plants, which were being encroached upon. On the 



11
th
 September we met with Floodplain Meadows Partnership, Natural England and 

Stephenson’s to walk across to Clifton Ings discussing their research findings. 

 

Yorkshire Water (YW) agreed to fund the restoration of the New Meadow and work began in 

mid-September with YW’s contractors removing the top of the soil. This was rotavated by 

Martin and Don and a bale of hay spread and then rolled over. Unfortunately the fence didn’t 

go up as planned, so the cattle gained access, and a big flood followed shortly afterwards. 

 

In early October another rising main leak occurred at the boundary with Clifton Hospital 

causing some flooding along that side of the flood barrier and within the hospital fields, as a 

result of yet another burst YW are investigating the replacement of the main. Further leaks 

occurred in the Copse in November but they were soon underwater. During October water 

levels remained high but a lot of debris had collected behind the pond , particularly water 

soldier so the work party met to clear this and then move along flood bank  removing logs, 

litter and brash from the flood plain. 

 

At the start of November we prepared to take part in The Conservation Foundation`s Great 

British Elm Experiment by preparing ground in the Copse, which originally contained elm but 

were destroyed by Dutch Elm Disease (DED), to plant saplings from parent trees that have 

survived DED. The elm tree is also the food plant of the White-letter Hairstreak butterfly’s 

larvae, one of the species we have set out to encourage. With the various threats to trees in the 

British countryside we hope that by ensuring a mixed and healthy population of them on 

Rawcliffe Meadows it should assist in some small way in practical wildlife conservation in 

the York area. We believe this is evidenced by the improvements in biodiversity the site has 

seen in the past twenty years. 

 

Due to flooding in later November that continued into December the planned elm tree 

planting was abandoned on the 2
nd

 December, with the Friends managing some hedgerows 

instead. The trees, when planted in 2013, will be monitored for their resistance to the disease. 

The elm saplings, a large number of tree sparrow nest boxes, some stock dove boxes and 

other equipment has been paid for from First TransPennine Express and Forestry 

Commission’s Green Grants 2012, for which we are very grateful. 

 

Unfortunately , in late December, a landslip in a section of flood bank is likely to result in 

engineering works in the middle of the site and has already resulted in ploughing up of a very 

boggy meadow and approach routes. This will remain a concern as engineering works 

continue into 2013. However, with the latest flooding in mid-December, to consider when all 

these works including our own planting will take place would be pure speculation. 

 

Grant bids continue to be made for funding towards interpretation boards to replace those 

damaged by the regular inundations. It is through such education that we hope users of the 

area will become aware of both its flood alleviation and wildlife value. The good news for 

2012 is that Natural England are considering notifying the greater part of the Meadows, along 

with Clifton Ings, as a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI). Whilst this may not happen, 

if objections are made, it obviously demonstrates the value of the site. 

 

Looking ahead the Friends have booked a stand at the Royal Entomological Festival Insect 

2013 on 7 July 2013 in the Yorkshire Museum Gardens/Hospitium. Please come and meet us 

there. 



ECOLOGICAL REPORT 
 

A very wet year meant there were rather fewer wildlife records than usual in 2012. Thanks 

again go to Nigel Stewart (NS) and Cap Fowles (CF) for their reports. Interesting records are 

always welcome: please e-mail to martinhammondecology@gmail.com 

 

Birds 

 

The beginning of the year was relatively mild but large numbers of Tree Sparrows and 

Greenfinches remained around the Cornfield. On 16
th
 January, 49 Tree Sparrows were in the 

flood basin scrub with 118 counted in the Cornfield boundaries two days later. 58 Reed 

Buntings were counted in the flood basin on 25
th
 January. Around 40 Linnets were present 

regularly throughout the month. Up to 22 Snipe were in the flood basin marsh in mid January. 

 

Cold, snowy weather in February produced a rapid increase in songbird numbers in the 

Cornfield. Counts included 47 Yellowhammers on the 7
th

, 17 Corn Buntings the next day and 

10 Stock Doves on the 9
th

. It was estimated that Tree Sparrow numbers almost certainly 

exceeded 300 early in the month. Pre-roost gatherings of Corn Buntings in the Ings Dyke 

hedge numbered 30+ throughout February (NS). 

 

These large numbers of songbirds attracted a Merlin on 8
th

 February with daily visits by 

Kestrel and Sparrowhawk. Two Willow Tits were on the riverbank at Clifton Ings on 8
th
 

February and a small flock of Lesser Redpolls was feeding on birch seeds on the 17
th
 

February (CF). This species was also seen at the pond on 22
nd

 March (CF). Three Lapwings 

were on the Cornfield on 16
th

 March, the only record this year. Migrant arrivals reported by 

Cap included Chiffchaff on 19
th

 March (first singing birds on the 28
th

) with Blackcap and 

Willow Warbler on 16
th
 April.  

 

Prolonged downpours began in mid April and carried on throughout the rest of the year, 

making it the second wettest on record. One result was frequent and prolonged flooding of the 

meadows; another was the almost complete failure of wildlife seed crops sown on the 

waterlogged Cornfield. Two large pools also formed on the field, briefly attracting single 

Little Ringed Plovers on 4
th

 May and 14
th
 June (NS). Oystercatchers also made an appearance 

on 14
th

 May and 14
th

 June (CF, NS). Passing Wheatears were reported from the Cornfield on 

two dates in May. 

 

Although a pair of Grey Partridges made a brief appearance in May (NS), there were no 

ground-nesting songbirds in the Cornfield this year. A pair of Sparrowhawks was first noted 

displaying on 19
th

 March and later bred successfully in a patch of scrub at Rawcliffe 

Meadows, fledging two young. One pair of Reed Warblers reared a late brood at the main 

pond, with fledged juveniles present in August. Cap reported juveniles of Moorhen, Great 

Spotted Woodpecker and Bullfinch in June, proving that the breeding season was not a 

complete washout. However, Kingfishers and Sand Martins must have been badly affected by 

repeated flooding on the Ouse: Cap noted much activity at Sand Martin burrows on the river 

bank during the second week in July, probably following the failure of earlier breeding 

attempts. 

 

A Hobby was perched in a riverbank tree opposite Rawcliffe Ings on 19
th

 July (NS). On 26
th
 

July, a juvenile Cuckoo was seen by Nigel in riverside bushes: possibly a locally-reared bird? 

In the early 1990s, Cuckoos were encountered regularly around the outskirts of York but they 

have become a very rare sight since then. Snipe began returning to the flood basin in modest 

numbers during October. On November 12
th
, 14 were counted along with a single Jack Snipe. 

The failure of the seed crops and a mild early winter meant the numbers of birds visiting the 

Cornfield towards the end of the year were low. However, Stock Dove, Linnet, Greenfinch 

and Tree Sparrow were all regular in small numbers. 

mailto:martinhammondecology@gmail.com


Mammals 

 

Three Roe Deer (two females and a male) were present in the Cornfield for prolonged periods 

in mid- January to early February and were often easy to see, much to the delight of passers-

by. They also visited the allotments and spent much time in the flood basin, apparently 

disappearing into the Country Park plantations when disturbed. Roe Deer re-appeared briefly 

in September with a few reports including one in the Cornfield on the 24
th
. 

 

A Common Shrew was found beneath flood debris in Copse Meadow on 2
nd

 February. Hare 

droppings were present in the Cornfield during snowy weather on 8
th

 February – only the 

second record for the site. Foxes continue to be seen throughout the year. 

 

Invertebrates 

 

First generation Tansy Beetles (those emerging from hibernation and breeding in early 

summer) were scarce. Fortunately, second generation beetles (adults emerging from pupation 

in late summer and feeding-up before over-wintering in the soil) were much more numerous. 

On 31
st
 August, Mick Phythian, Eifion Jones, Juliet Koprowska and Roy Haddock undertook 

a systematic count on behalf of the Tansy Beetle Action Group. Some 187 beetles were 

counted with by far the largest concentration on the mounds adjoining the main pond. 

 

No Tansy Beetles had been found on the New Meadow verge since 2010 and it was 

concluded that this population had been lost due to heavy grazing of their foodplant. The 

verge was therefore fenced off by Askham Bryan College students at Easter. Eight Tansy 

Beetles were introduced from the main pond in late May and there followed repeated 

sightings in June then again in August, suggesting that successful breeding took place. 

Fortunately, the verge escaped the effects of July’s sewage leak which killed off most of the 

meadow itself. 

 

Abysmal weather from mid April onwards severely depressed insect activity although Cap 

reported limited numbers of Orange Tip, Speckled Wood and Small Tortoiseshell butterflies 

during the spring. Emerald Damselflies were reported to be abundant around the Main Pond 

in early July. Some late summer insects did eventually appear in good numbers, with many 

Common Darter and Migrant Hawker dragonflies in the flood basin in September, although 

the latter may have been immigrants rather than local breeders. A late dragonfly was a single 

male Black Darter in the flood basin on 9
th

 November. This species breeds in peaty, acidic 

pools and would have been a wanderer from Strensall Common. 

 

Dr Richard Smith of Buglife reported finding a Small Yellow Underwing moth (Panemeria 

tenebrata) during a study of pollinating insects in the Copse Meadow. This is a rather 

uncommon species whose larvae develop in the seed capsules of mouse-ear. 

 

The Clifton Washland is a natural floodplain so the soil invertebrates are well adapted to 

flooding. However, flooding in early autumn was unusually prolonged and deep. This resulted 

in a mass die-off of earthworms with literally thousands of drowned worms lying on the 

surface when the waters eventually receded. 

 

Plants 

 

In the Cornfield, corn spurrey was abundant this year with other uncommon arable flowers 

including plenty of corn mint and a small amount of corn marigold. Marsh woundwort was 

plentiful around the western margin of the field, a reminder that this handsome plant was once 

widespread as a weed of cultivation. The wet conditions benefitted annual plants of damp 

ground such as marsh cudweed and toad rush. 

 



In the flood basin, nearly 50 spikes of common spotted orchid were counted and tubular 

water-dropwort was present in the margins of three ponds. Our population of purple moor-

grass has doubled from one clump to two! 

 

Conservation management 

 

Wet grassland enhancement in the flood basin 

 

The 2 hectare flood basin at the northern end of Rawcliffe Meadows provides a wildlife-rich 

wetland which is managed by cattle grazing in late summer and autumn. The basin is a man-

made feature, originating as a borrow-pit when the Washland embankments were upgraded in 

1979. The exposed clay subsoil supports a range of habitats from permanently wet swamp to 

tussocky pasture with small areas of species-rich ‘fen meadow’ supporting a wide range of 

wetland flora. 

 

Naturally-colonising plants include yellow loosestrife, meadow-rue, ragged robin, tubular 

water-dropwort and at least seven sedge species. However, because the basin is relatively 

isolated from other wetland habitats, there is limited potential for natural colonisation by 

further species. Surveys commissioned by FoRM in the late 1990s suggested that scarcity of 

late-summer flowers limited the diversity of wetland insects using the basin. So, in 2003, a 

small experimental area was rotovated and strewn with hand-collected seed from local 

wetlands. Although only a very coarse seedbed was prepared, this plot now supports 

additional species including common spotted orchid, yellow flag iris, fleabane, purple 

loosestrife and devilsbit scabious. Some of these have spread tens of metres from the initial 

introduction plot and the area is alive with insect activity from spring to autumn. 

 

In September 2012, Gary kindly prepared a further four plots, each measuring 4 to 6 square 

metres, by scraping off existing vegetation. These were then rotovated before seeding, again 

using hand-collected seed from wetlands within the York Outer Ring Road. 

 

Repairing the New Meadow 

 

The New Meadow is a 0.3 ha. plot enclosed on three sides by hedges at the northern end of 

our site. Originally a patch of tall weed vegetation choked by nettles and thistles, a layer of 

topsoil was stripped off in 1992 and the plot was resown using a hay bale from Clifton Ings. 

This established well and as a result of painstaking management over the following 20 years, 

a flourishing flood meadow flora developed. Sadly a leak from a sewage main in July 2012 

resulted in the virtually complete die-off of the meadow. This necessitated the removal of the 

contaminated surface layer by Yorkshire Water’s contractors and reseeding, using a hay bale 

from the southern end of Rawcliffe Meadows together with hand-collected seed from the 

local Ings. 

 

Repeated flooding since then meant that little germination occurred and at the end of the year 

the plot remained bare. We will have to see what happens in spring 2013 but additional 

seeding will almost certainly be required. The lowering of the surface has meant that 

floodwater ‘ponds’ on this plot, and some sort of drainage will be necessary. 



 
 

The New Meadow in May 2011: will it recover following the 2012 sewage spill? 



FINANCES 

 

The Friends of Rawcliffe Meadows (FoRM) finances are held and managed within those of 

York Natural Environment Trust (YNET) Charity Number 1097696, Company Number 

4712997 whose financial year commences 1
st
 April each year. 

 

For the year October 2011 – September 2012 the Friends expect to receive a retrospective 

payment of £6764.90 in Higher Level Stewardship (HLS) and Entry Level Stewardship (ELS) 

from the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) towards management of the site in line with an 

agreed plan. A grant of £717.07 was bid for from First TransPennine Express and Forestry 

Commission’s Green Grants 2012 to pay for Elm trees, nest boxes and some equipment to 

monitor them. The Environment Agency supplied £500 to help with work on the Copse 

Meadow, which had to be left out of the HLS funding. 

 

The hay crop is cut, turned, baled and collected in an arrangement with a local farmer in 

return for which the Friends receive assistance with management where agricultural 

machinery is involved, 2012 saw 61 large bales being collected. The same farmer also grazes 

cattle upon the site in accordance with the management plan, of which there were a maximum 

in 2012 of 32 head including calves. 

 

The chart below summarises the income and expenditure (extracted from YNET accounts) for 

the year ending 31 March 2012. 

 

Income   

 Grants 4191 

 Interest 34 

 Total 4225 

Expenditure   

 Maintenance 3634 

 Insurance 91 

 Bird seed 86 

 Plants 264 

 Stewardship & management 

plan writing 

1498 

 Total 5573 

Balance  (1348) 

 

The deficit being met from reserves. Additional expenditure due to consultancy required for 

preparation of Stewardship agreement. 

 

The approximate number of volunteer hours spent doing specific tasks on the site in 2012 was 

as follows: 

 

Organization No. Of Volunteer Hours 

  

Friends of Rawcliffe Meadows (FoRM) 186 

Environment Agency 45 

The Conservation Volunteers 260 

Askham Bryan College 276 

Total 767 

 

Additional volunteer hours were spent by members of FoRM in ad-hoc repairs, supervision, 

site meetings and checking and reporting problems. 
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CONTACT 

 

For further information or to offer assistance, please contact: 

 

Judith Sutton on 01904 691943 or via the website http://rawcliffemeadows.wordpress.com/  

 

Please send any interesting wildlife records by e-mail to martinhammondecology@gmail.com 

 

http://rawcliffemeadows.wordpress.com/
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