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Managing Rawcliffe Meadows: the next ten years 

     

Background 

In 1990, Sustrans, the cycle path builders, negotiated a lease with the National Rivers 

Authority (now the Environment Agency) to construct part of the York – Beningbrough cycle 

route across the Clifton floodplain. They were looking for a partner organisation to manage 

part of the NRA land, so Friends of Rawcliffe Meadows (FoRM) was established by local 

volunteers under the auspices of York Natural Environment Trust (YNET). 

FoRM first began work to improve its wildlife value in late 1990, planting a belt of native 

shrubs at the southern end of the site, along the boundary with Clifton Park. That was 

straightforward enough but the rest of the site was in a dire state! Whilst the land had once 

been flower-rich floodplain meadow, 20 years of heavy grazing had left the grassland in very 

poor condition, overgrown with tussock grass and heavily infested with docks and thistles 

but with few wildflowers. To this day we’re still dealing with that legacy of neglect. 

The main aim of FoRM was to restore traditional hay meadow management, as well as to 

bring hedgerows, copses and wetland areas into sympathetic management. It took several 

years of intensive work to enable a ‘break even’ hay crop to be produced due to the burden 

of invasive weeds – no farmer wants hay full of docks, thistles and unpalatable grasses. 

Fortunately, modest funding was available through the government’s Countryside 

Stewardship Scheme, which provided payments to restore and create wildlife habitats, 

conserve traditional landscape features and improve public access to the countryside. The 

first ten-year Stewardship agreement was renewed in 2001 and is now to be replaced by a 

Higher Level Stewardship (HLS) agreement for a further ten years.  

HLS is a successor to Countryside Stewardship but requires more specific habitat 

management. Funding comes from part of EU Common Agricultural Policy budget.  
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Why is Rawcliffe Meadows important? 

Rawcliffe Meadows is part of a network of floodplain hay meadows (Ings) along the River 

Ouse. Hay was almost certainly harvested from local floodplains in Roman times and the 

great 8th century scholar Alcuin described “flowery meads” along the banks of the Ouse. 

During the Middle Ages, Ings meadows were a highly valued agricultural resource because 

winter flooding enriched the land, providing a naturally-renewable hay crop and several 

months of good grazing on the ‘aftermath’.  Because the Ings were so valuable, a complex 

system of land rights developed which ensured sustainable management. 

This system also maintained very consistent management of Ings meadows over the 

centuries. As a result, Ings meadows which remain in traditional management support a 

distinctive type of flower-rich grassland, which ecologists refer to as meadow foxtail – great 

burnet flood meadow. For historic reasons, this particular type of grassland is almost unique 

to the lowland river valleys of central and eastern England. It is estimated that only around 

1,500 hectares survive in Great Britain, with a significant proportion of this located in the 

Ouse and Derwent floodplains in North Yorkshire.  

Rawcliffe Meadows isn’t actually ancient Ings grassland. The Ings Dyke was the boundary of 

the floodplain meadows in medieval times, with land to the east being in arable cultivation. 

Documentary evidence is limited, but we think the southern end of Rawcliffe Meadows 

became grassland in the 1600s, whereas some land to the north was still arable in the mid 

19th century. Because Rawcliffe Meadows directly adjoins the ancient meadowland of 

Clifton Ings, the oldest parts of the grassland support the richest flora.  

A key aim of management is to restore flower-rich floodplain hay meadow. This requires a 

traditional cycle of harvesting hay in July followed by grazing cattle on the regrowth until 

the ground becomes wet in late autumn. Recent surveys by national experts from the 

Floodplain Meadows Partnership have confirmed that most of the grassland at Rawcliffe 

Meadows can now be classed as meadow foxtail – great burnet meadow. Whilst it is of 

lower botanical quality than the best ancient meadows, this finding demonstrates just how 

much FoRM have achieved during the past 20 years. 

In addition to the grassland, other important wildlife habitats at Rawcliffe Meadows include 

hedgerows (with many mature trees), several small patches of scrub, the large pond and 

surrounding habitats at the southern end of the site and wetland habitats (with a dozen 

ponds and pools) in the flood basin at the northern end. As well as the floodplain meadow 

habitat, the wildlife interest of the Meadows includes: 

 A major population of the beautiful Tansy Beetle, an endangered insect now found 

only on the floodplain of the River Ouse.  

 A large number of other nationally rare or scarce insect species – these are 

associated mainly with wetland habitats but some depend on old trees. 
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 High quality foraging habitat for several bat species. Other mammals include the 

seriously declining Harvest Mouse. 

 Breeding birds including at least nine species of conservation concern, mostly 

associated with hedges and copses. The flood basin also provides habitat for locally-

important numbers of Snipe and Jack Snipe during the winter months. 

 

 Tansy beetle 

The Cornfield Nature Reserve 

Arable fields to the north of Rawcliffe Meadows once supported several seriously declining 

farmland birds including Grey Partridge, Skylark and Corn Bunting. In recognition of this, 

about 5 hectares of arable was set-aside as a nature reserve when the Rawcliffe Bar Park & 

Ride site was developed. Since 2001, this has been managed jointly by City of York Council 

and FoRM as Rawcliffe Cornfield Nature Reserve. The Cornfield does not produce a saleable 

agricultural crop but is maintained to provide wildlife habitat, especially for farmland birds. 

In practice, the Cornfield was too small and isolated to maintain breeding populations of 

Grey Partridge and Corn Bunting, whilst Skylarks have declined from five or six to one or two 

pairs. However, it has been exceptionally successful in providing food for seed-eating 

songbirds including several of Britain’s most seriously declining species. The Cornfield is now 

perhaps the most important site in Yorkshire for Corn Buntings during cold winter weather, 

and supports some of the largest congregations of Tree Sparrows and Reed Buntings in the 

Vale of York outside the breeding season. Other threatened songbirds like Linnet and 

Yellowhammer also occur in significant numbers. 

Some misconceptions 

 Many people think that Rawcliffe Meadows is a Local Authority country park. 

Although FoRM have always enjoyed excellent support from City of York Council’s 

countryside services team, no local authority funding has ever been available except 

for occasional small grants for ‘one-off’ projects. City of York Council’s parks and 

leisure department does not undertake any work on the site. 

 

 People also assume that the Environment Agency (the land owner) funds 

management of Rawcliffe Meadows; unfortunately, it rarely has! FoRM has very 
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occasionally received small grants from the Agency for specific projects but we go for 

years without receiving a penny. Until recently, FoRM even had to pay for work to 

dangerous trees and still has to meet basic costs such as weed control (often 

resulting from Agency works!) and repair of boundary fences. 

 

 Rawcliffe Meadows is working farmland, not a park. Hay cropping and autumn 

grazing are not only essential management practices but the revenue also supports 

upkeep of the site as a whole. FoRM cannot manage the site unless it produces a 

good quality hay crop and seasonal grazing. The problems of maintaining viable 

agricultural management should not be underestimated: sticks thrown for dogs can 

cause expensive damage to machinery, drying hay is sometimes set alight or hay 

bales get rolled into ditches, and vandalism to fences allows cattle to escape. We are 

very fortunate in working with a very supportive and understanding farmer and 

grazier.  

The new agreement 

The new HLS agreement covers 17.33 hectares (Rawcliffe Meadows + the Cornfield Nature 

Reserve). It involves the following options: 

8.4 hectares at Rawcliffe Meadows will be managed to restore species-rich hay meadow. 

This requires taking a hay crop after 1 July each year then grazing the regrowth in late 

summer and autumn. A slightly earlier hay cut may be permissible by agreement with 

Natural England but a late cut (after 15 July) is required at least once every five years (this 

allows more wildflowers to set seed). Invasive weeds like docks, thistles, ragwort and nettles 

should cover less than 5% of the grassland. Grazing can take place up to 15 November if 

ground conditions are dry enough to avoid damage to the grassland. The area to be 

managed under this option corresponds to the existing hay meadows, so no real change in 

management is involved.  However, we should look at additional ways of reducing nutrients 

and increasing the diversity of wildflowers. 

1.6 hectares of wet grassland in the flood basin will be managed by seasonal grazing only. 

This area will not be cut but will be grazed along with the rest of Rawcliffe Meadows in late 

summer and autumn (up to 15 November). In order to meet HLS targets, we will need to 

increase the diversity of wetland wildflowers in parts of the basin. Previous work by FoRM 

shows that rotovating small areas and strewing seeds collected from local wetlands is a very 

effective way of achieving this. 

Ten ponds in the flood basin will be managed to maintain their special wildlife interest.  

This will need further survey work and a specific management plan. The ponds are most 

important for their aquatic invertebrates, especially their exceptional community of wetland 

beetles. There are also some uncommon plants such as tubular water dropwort.  
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0.45 hectare of scrub at Rawcliffe Meadows will be managed to enhance its wildlife value. 

This is broken up into several patches and is important for birds such as Song Thrush, 

Bullfinch and warblers as well as insects. The main aim is to prevent scrub becoming too 

uniform – patches with different heights, ages and densities of bushes are better for wildlife 

than thickets where all the bushes are the same height, age and distance apart. By 2016, we 

need to ensure that no more than 60% of scrub growth is mature or over mature and there 

should be a scattering of small trees. This can be achieved through a combination of grazing 

and small-scale coppicing and pollarding. A programme of scrub management should be 

drawn up as part of a site Management Plan, but the HLS ‘indicators of success’ should be 

fairly easy to achieve and scrub management is a great task for volunteers. 

In the Cornfield, 1.5 hectares will be planted as a wildlife seed 

crop each year and 2.5 hectares will be managed as cultivated 

fallow. The seed crop will be similar to those already sown but 

there will be an increased area (an extra 0.5 ha). The tried and 

tested wildlife seed crops on the Cornfield include triticale (a very 

hardy wheat x rye hybrid cereal), fodder radish and oilseed rape, 

with wheat, millet, Phacelia and borage sometimes included. The 

crops must be established after 15 March each year.   

The cultivated fallows will be simpler and cheaper to manage 

than the present arrangement of sowing a cereal crop. Instead, the plots will be ploughed 

and harrowed each spring (February to April) to create bare ground which will be left to 

vegetate naturally. This should provide very good habitat for Skylarks as well as plenty of 

weed seeds for songbirds which prefer to forage on open ground in winter. Some weed 

control will be necessary to control thistles, docks and invasive grass weeds – this will 

probably entail employing a specialist conservation contractor to carry out knapsack 

spraying with the biodegradable herbicide glyphosate. We will also need to consider 

collecting and spreading seed of some of the rarer arable flowers like corn marigold in order 

to meet HLS objectives.  

We will be able to move the fallow and seed crop plots around, which will help reduce pest 

and weed burdens in the latter.  

Although much of the work on the Cornfield will have to be carried out by agricultural 

contractors, there is plenty of scope for volunteers. We need more monitoring/counting of 

birds using the Cornfield throughout the year and also practical help such as hand-weeding 

and spreading fertiliser on the seed crops. 

The most practical way of managing the grass margins in the Cornfield them is to crop them 

for hay at the same time as Rawcliffe Meadows. Sometimes this will mean cutting before 

the date stipulated for arable field margins under HLS, so we have kept these grass strips 

out of the HLS agreement. 
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The hedgerow along the western boundary of the Cornfield (adjoining the cyclepath) will 

be maintained as a ‘hedge of very high environmental value’ due to its importance as 

shelter for songbirds foraging on the Cornfield. The hedge must be trimmed no more than 

one year in three, and only between 31 December and 28 February (to avoid removing 

seeds and berries and to protect nesting birds). This only applies to the ‘inside’ of the hedge, 

so Sustrans can still trim the side adjoining the cyclepath as required.  

Most other hedges on the site will be managed under Entry Level Scheme criteria1. In 

practice this means no change in current management as none of the hedges are intensively 

managed. 

FoRM will receive an annual payment of between 6 and 7 £K per year through agri-

environment funding, covering both the Meadows and the Cornfield. This is a modest 

increase from previous grant schemes but does not go far considering (1) the substantial 

contractor costs for the Cornfield, (2) the constant need for ongoing weed control and fence 

repairs, and (3) the costs involved in detailed management of small areas such as the Tansy 

Beetle banks around the southern pond. 

 

 

 

 

 

Prepared for Friends of Rawcliffe Meadows by Martin Hammond (Wildlife Consultant), 

November 2011 

martinhammondecology@gmail.com 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
1
 As part of the HLS agreement, the site is also entered into the more basic Entry Level Scheme, for which we 

have to manage the boundary hedges according to the scheme guidelines and establish 0.25 ha of field corner 
habitat within the Cornfield. 
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