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

during the year 2011.  

 

Website:  
 

http://rawcliffemeadows.wordpress.com/ 

 

http://rawcliffemeadows.wordpress.com/


EVENTS 

 
The year started for the Friends in January with that regular task of managing the Field 

Maples along the footpath in from Shipton Road. It must seem a crazy idea to some observers 

to be so fickle about the size and shape of trees on a nature reserve but it keeps them clear of 

the path and stops them being used as a viewpoint by predatory birds overlooking the nesting 

birds in the Cornfield Buffer next door. 

 

After the winter flood comes the hard task of clearing away the debris and in February we 

started on the pond area, carrying on through March, such is the volume of „stuff‟ left behind. 

Apart from the debris degrading the herbs and grasses beneath, large items will interfere with 

hay cutting and other activities. The volume and strength of flooding has now written off our 

second notice board in the pond area, assisted by some hooligan jumping on it to break the 

glass. This indicates the need for new interpretative material to be procured in 2012, but first 

we‟ll have to find the funding. Also during February we discovered allotment waste in the 

reservoir basin.  The allotment holders were made aware of the sensitivity of the site and there 

have been no further incidents. 

 

During Spring we continued to work in the new copse meadow and bought bistort plants to go 

in there. The fencing was in a bad state of repair and so latterly the cows were excluded.  

Later on, in June the Friends weeded the Copse Meadow hedge. We are now informed by our 

landlords that we should do no further maintenance in the area, so we‟ll just watch it return to 

the state it had been allowed to get in by the previous tenant. 

 

Dr Deidre Rooney kindly brought in some students from Askham Bryan College to help on 

the Meadows.  With Martin's guidance they dug four additional small ponds in the reservoir 

basin and planted more tansy in the pond area. 

 

The management of the Cornfield Buffer has continued to be problematic.  Getting the 

contractors  on site and on time seems an impossibility. However, the management has been 

simplified under the regime for the new Stewardship so that it will still be a wildlife haven but 

easier to organize. 

 

Unfortunately there have been repeated sewage leaks on the boundary with Clifton Hospital 

and elsewhere. Louise Jackson from Environment Agency (EA) has been very helpful in 

liaising with Yorkshire Water to get the repairs done but their contractors don‟t seem good at 

repairing damage they cause to fences... 

 

Mike Bray, one of the Friends, redesigned the FoRM website and moved the existing content, 

and some new material to a clearer, friendlier and more up-to-date and flexible home - 

www.rawcliffemeadows.wordpress.com. Please visit for the latest news! 

 

The illegal campers returned to plague us in April by setting up in the New Meadow. Clearing 

up after them, their fires and alcohol binges is a nightmare. There was camping throughout 

the summer with resultant litter but we have had help from local Police Community Support 

Officers (PCSO‟s).  This has made a huge difference.  The PCSO‟s have also tackled the 

motor bikers that come along the Ings! 

 

Further efforts were made throughout May in attacking flood debris in the meadow, along 

with clearing the pond. The EA treated the invasions of Japanese Knotweed in May that we 

had notified them of, we hope the action will be repeated when necessary next year.  

 

http://www.rawcliffemeadows.wordpress.com/


Don Davies assisted us by cutting back the rank species in the New Meadow and raking it off, 

spraying early regrowth of thistle and hogweed in worst affected areas, and then rotavating to 

a seedbed the bare areas. The Friends later spread seed and hay on the area. 

Don also helped with the spot spraying in the Cornfield Buffer.  It had been hoped that he‟d 

fence off the tansy in the New Meadow but was unable to obtain chestnut paling, so it was 

again eaten by cattle that autumn.  We must aim to fence around  the patches in 2012.   

 

Due to poor  weather the hay cut was delayed until the end of July.  The flood banks were not  

cut so the crop was smaller than usual.  The EA did not have an appropriate mower so the 

cattle were put on site almost immediately in order to graze the banks.  This is not the best 

regime as some weeds have flourished.  It is hoped that  a machine can be found again for 

2012.  

 

In October a small work party had fun in the Reservoir Basin tackling the reed mace in a large 

fenced-off pond which was swiftly eaten by some of the cattle grazing nearby! It‟s a smelly 

job but at least the weather was fine. During November and December we tackled the area of 

scrub below the allotments which needed to be pruned so that there is a variation in age and 

size amongst the trees. 

 

Also in November, the BTCV cut and raked the pond and were also able to begin coppicing 

the trees.  This will continue early in January.  The willows have  been removed from  pond 

edge and those by the cycle track will be tackled later.  We now have a possible outlet for the 

willow and hazel stakes. 

 

On November 14 Martin Hammond gave a public presentation to a small but enthusiastic 

audience at the Clifton Parish Church Hall. This was to increase local understanding of what 

had happened in the past and how it may change. The cattle were also removed offsite, after 

performing an excellent job, in the middle of that month. 

 

During the year Martin Fuller of the EA wrote a short article about our work to be submitted 

to an internal newsletter as part of the “Big Society” concept of work being done by 

community groups. Similarly a piece was published in June about "management of urban 

meadows" by Emma Rothero, the Floodplain Meadows Partnership Outreach Coordinator, 

which we had contributed to. 

 

Martin Hammond spent a lot of time renewing our Stewardship Agreements, with assistance 

from Bob Missin.  This ended up being quite hard work and we are very grateful to them.  We 

now have a High Level Stewardship Agreement (HLS) on the Meadows and Cornfield Buffer.  

This is worth more money but it is a much more exacting regime. 

 

 

 



ECOLOGICAL REPORT 
 

Compiled by Martin Hammond (martinhammondecology@gmail.com) 

 

Once again I‟m grateful to Nigel Stewart (NS) and Cap Fowles (CF) for providing their 

records. A few records have also been extracted from the York Ornithological Club (YOC) 

website. 

 

Birds 
The very harsh weather of November/December 2010 moderated in the new year, so numbers of birds 

using the Cornfield reduced. However, up to 42 Reed Buntings were counted in early January 

(YOC). Pre-roost flocks of Corn Buntings gathering in the trees along Ings Dyke included 

50+ on 19
th
 January then around 30 throughout February (NS). 

Good numbers of dabbling duck were present on flood waters on Clifton Ings in mid to late 

January with maximum counts of 60+ Wigeon, 40+ Teal and one pair of Shoveler (NS). 

Such numbers are unusual on the Clifton Washland due to the level of recreational activity. At 

least 45 Lapwings were present mid-month. 30 Teal were also present on floodwaters in late 

February. 

There were occasional sightings of Brambling in January and February, from Clifton Park and 

Rawcliffe Bar Country Park as well as the meadows. At least two Common Redpolls were 

present amongst a small flock of Lesser Redpolls by the Country Park pond on 9
th
-11

th
 March 

(NS). 12 Waxwings were seen drinking from the main pond on the 23
rd

 April (NS).  

The bird breeding season seems to have been productive. Cap noted that coppiced willows 

near the main pond were favoured by juvenile birds as a place to preen and feed: on one June 

morning he observed five species including Blackcap, Willow Warbler, Blue Tit, Blackbird 

and Goldfinch. Juvenile Great Tit and Whitethroat were in the same location on 14
th

 July. 

Unfortunately Reed Warbler did not return to breed locally this year, a singing bird putting in 

only a brief appearance at the pond on 21
st
 June (NS). Skylarks did not appear in the 

Cornfield until mid June but one pair probably bred, an improvement on last year. 

A Yellow-legged Gull was on Clifton Ings on 8
th

 July (NS). As usual there was a small 

passage of Spotted Flycatchers through Clifton Park from late August into September. A more 

unexpected visitor was a single Wood Lark flying around the Cornfield on 2
nd

 November 

(NS). Several pairs of this heathland bird now breed in the vicinity of Strensall Common but 

move away in autumn. 

The end of 2011 was much milder than in the previous two years. This meant less bird 

activity in the Cornfield. However, Tree Sparrows were present in large numbers: at least 60 

on 22
nd

 November with 83 counted on 15
th
 December – almost certainly more were actually 

present as they often disappear into the backs of hedges. Greenfinches were also in good 

numbers from September onwards, with around 160 in late November and 98 counted in mid 

December. Small groups of Corn Buntings were seen coming in to roost towards the end of 

the year (NS) but none were reported from the Cornfield. Linnet and Yellowhammer were 

present in small numbers with 30+ Reed Buntings always in evidence.  
 

Mammals 
A Roe Deer was seen feeding in the flood basin in broad daylight on 29

th
 July (NS) and there 

were occasional signs of deer lying-up in the Cornfield. As usual, Foxes were seen throughout 

the year. 

 

Insects 
Summer 2011 was great for butterflies at Rawcliffe Meadows, with some species such as 

Small Copper being particularly abundant. The bramble patch by the „crossroads‟ at the 

northern end of the Meadows was a magnet for butterflies: on one visit in mid-July Cap 

observed eight species there including Holly Blue, Brimstone, Large White, Gatekeeper, 
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Meadow Brown, Ringlet, Common and Small Copper. Nigel reported that Purple Hairstreaks 

could be seen “in just about every tree along the Ings Dyke” in early July. 

A fantastic new record was White-letter Hairstreak, two of which were seen by Nigel on 1
st
 

July, in the Country Park plantation adjoining the Copse. This butterfly remains quite 

widespread but has declined so dramatically that it is now listed as Endangered in Britain and 

is identified as a Priority Species for conservation in the UK Biodiversity Action Plan. White-

letter Hairstreak caterpillars feed on elm and the breeding site must be the Copse as there is 

no elm in the Country Park. The Copse once contained numerous elm trees but these had all 

succumbed to Dutch Elm Disease by 1990. Coppicing to regenerate moribund specimens and 

re-planting was carried out by FoRM in the early 1990s, so it is rewarding to see that our 

work has paid off. 

Tansy Beetle, an iconic species of the Ouse Ings, continues to thrive on the banks of the 

southern pond. Planting of tansy here has greatly expanded supplies of its foodplant but more 

needs to be done to prevent vigorous wetland plants like common reed and yellow loosestrife 

from invading the Tansy Beetle‟s habitat. There were no sightings of Tansy Beetle this year 

from the verges of the New Meadow, although tansy planting here has been very successful. 

This was possibly because the foodplant was grazed too heavily in autumn 2010. In future we 

will use temporary fencing to protect the tansy patches whilst cattle are grazing. If no Tansy 

Beetles are found on the New Meadow verges in spring 2012, we will consider translocating 

beetles from the southern pond. 

 

Flora 
A couple of dozen plants of pale sedge (Carex pallescens) were an interesting feature in Copse 

Meadow. This plant established itself briefly on the banks of the main pond in the early 1990s. With us 

it seems to be a short-lived colonist of open, damp, clayey ground and probably establishes from seed 

washed downstream by floodwaters. 

The patch of lesser marshwort (Apium inundatum) in the new scrape in the Flood Basin continues to 

expand and flowered well, but there was a lot more algal growth this year which does not bode well for 

this plant of clean, clear, low-nutrient waters.  

A feature of the Ouse flood meadows is that they have some northern flowers which are not found on 

the more extensive Lower Derwent Ings. Bistort is one of the distinctive species. Another one used to 

be intermediate lady‟s mantle (Alchemilla xanthochlora), which occurred in some abundance on the 

floodbank at Rawcliffe Meadows in the mid-1990s. Unfortunately we seem to have lost this plant. A 

single plant of lady‟s mantle in the pond compound proved to be Alchemilla filicaulis, a more 

widespread species.  

Genetic variation within species is an important element of biodiversity, and one of the reasons why 

habitat creation should use locally-evolved gene pools as far as possible. A neat illustration of this is 

provided by common (or black) knapweed (Centaurea nigra). This is one of our more widespread 

grassland flowers but is a really important source of nectar and pollen for butterflies, moths, wild bees 

and other insects.  

Typically, common knapweed is a flower of high summer when its purple florets provide a splash of 

colour in lightly-grazed, unfertilised pastures and road verges from early July through to the middle of 

August. In unimproved hay meadows, natural selection favours earlier-flowering „genotypes‟ of 

common knapweed which are able to set seed before the hay is harvested. These occur on the drier 

parts of Clifton Ings and a small amount of hand-collected seed from these plants was sown when the 

Copse Meadow was created. The plants have established well. 

By contrast, the bought-in seed mixtures used by the Environment Agency on the floodbank include a 

more delicate, frilly-flowered form which occurs in southern England. This is now recognised as a 

distinct species, brown knapweed (Centaurea jacea), which is not native to North Yorkshire. 

Although „off site‟, a single plant of cat mint (Nepeta cataria) was an interesting find in the hedge 

bottom adjoining the Shipton Road lay-by. This is an „archaeophyte‟, a plant introduced to Britain 

hundreds of years ago and once widely grown as a herb which then became naturalised in the 

countryside. In Victorian times cat mint was quite widespread on waysides in North Yorkshire but it is 

now a rarity, probably because it is rarely cultivated today.  

 

 

 

 



Future management 
This year, our 20 year old Countryside Stewardship Scheme agreement covering the 

Meadows and our nine year old agreement covering the Cornfield came to an end. 

Fortunately, we were successful in obtaining new agreements under Natural England‟s Entry 

Level Stewardship and Higher Level Stewardship schemes. This was essential for the future 

management of the site as Stewardship provides the main source of income to fund 

conservation work on the site. People often assume that FoRM receive funding from the local 

authority and the Environment Agency but this has only ever been for short-term projects and 

there was no Environment Agency support at all in 2011. Income from hay and grazing is 

small because the agricultural value of the grassland is offset by the perennial problems that 

go with farming an area with so much recreational pressure. 

The meadows and the wet grassland in the flood basin will continue to be managed as before. 

Plans will be drawn up to manage scrub habitats around the site and to maintain the wildlife 

value of the flood basin pools. 

The Cornfield will be managed as a mixture of wildlife seed crops (expanded from 1 ha to 1.5 

ha) and fallow ground (2.5 ha), which will be cultivated in spring but not sown with cereal. 

The reason for this is that sowing 2 or 3 hectares of spring cereal is not cost-effective because 

no grain is harvested and cutting down the standing crop in autumn was benefiting huge 

numbers of crows and pigeons rather than declining farmland song birds. An expanded area 

of seed crop should provide more than enough year-round food for sparrows, finches and 

buntings whilst fallow land will provide optimal habitat for nesting Skylarks and a good 

supply of annual weed seeds during the colder months. Added benefits are that it will be 

easier to rotate seed crop plots to reduce the build-up of pests such as pollen beetles and grass 

weeds, and a simplified management scheme will be easier for contractors to follow. Reduced 

contracting costs will also allow us to earmark more resources for controlling invasive weeds.  

The grass margins around the borders of the Cornfield will not be included in the Stewardship 

agreement because the management prescriptions are too restrictive. They will continue to be 

cropped for hay along with the meadows. However, there will now be a small area of rough 

grassland at the eastern end of the field which will not be cut regularly and will hopefully 

provide useful habitat for butterflies, grasshoppers and other insects which prefer un-mown 

grassland. 

 

Conservation management in 2011 
With cuts in funding to government agencies, Friends of Rawcliffe Meadows were left to 

carry out essential conservation work on a shoestring budget. The Copse Meadow, restored in 

2009, had to be meticulously hand-weeded to keep docks, thistles and ragwort at bay. FoRM 

also funded additional planting of wildflowers such as bistort, grown from locally-collected 

seed. After all this effort it is extremely disappointing to report that the Environment Agency 

have not only forbidden us from undertaking any further work on this plot but have also 

refused to explain why! 

Another costly project was to restore the broad verges around the New Meadow. Over-

zealous weed-spraying by Environment Agency contractors in 2010 had left extensive areas 

of bare ground which were being rapidly invaded by welted thistle and Himalayan balsam. 

After receiving zero assistance from the Agency, FoRM employed local conservation 

contractor Don Davies to remove invasive weeds and rotovate a seed bed. Green hay from 

adjoining species-rich grassland was then spread as a seed source along with some hand-

collected seed.  
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CONTACT 

 

For further information or to offer assistance, please contact: 
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Please send any interesting wildlife records by e-mail to martinhammondecology@gmail.com 
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