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Roe Deer on Rawcliffe Meadows, April 2014 © Mick Phythian 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 
Rawcliffe Meadows covers 25 acres of the Clifton floodplain on the northern outskirts of York and has 

been managed for conservation since 1990. It was notified by Natural England as a Site of Special 

Scientific Interest (SSSI), along with Clifton Ings, in September 2013. The site is owned by the 

Environment Agency and leased to Sustrans, the cycle track operator. It is managed by Friends of 

Rawcliffe Meadows (FoRM), a voluntary group belonging to the York Natural Environment Trust 

(YNET).  

 

As well as providing access to open countryside for local people, Rawcliffe Meadows is managed as a 

traditional Ings flood meadow under the Environmental Stewardship scheme. This is the twenty-fourth 

Annual Report of the Friends of Rawcliffe Meadows, summarising our work during the year 2014. 

 

Website:  
 

http://rawcliffemeadows.wordpress.com/ 

 

http://rawcliffemeadows.wordpress.com/


EVENTS 
 

The year 2014 kicked off with us continuing with our Scrub Management Plan under the Higher Level 

Stewardship (HLS) scheme and preparation of additional tansy planting sites. So on 5
th
 January, we 

carried out hazel coppicing in the Blue Beck Copse and clearing alongside the beck. Similarly in 

February we coppiced the flood basin scrub below the allotments. The 2
nd

 February was a lovely day 

with lots of volunteers so we were also able to clear brash left from the pruning of overhanging trees on 

the edge of New Meadow. This work was undertaken by our contractor Don Davis, to reduce shading 

of the adjoining Tansy Beetle habitat. In all we had a dozen people on site and so managed to shift 

most of the wood apart from the heaviest logs. Most of the light brash went on our bramble pile on dry 

ground, whilst the long logs have been stacked ready to make a ‘stumpery’ for invertebrates  but most 

seem to have disappeared for firewood! We do still have plans for both a ‘stumpery’ and a ‘bee bank’ 

 

On Sunday 2nd March we were at the northern side of the Cornfield planting Gorse into gaps in the 

boundary hedge, and then at the southern end of the New Meadow inter-planting hawthorn within the 

rather sparse layed hedge. Later that month we had more brash to shift, this time from the Pond into the 

Cricket Field Copse. The brash clearing carried on into April when we had yet more debris from the 

New Meadow boundary to move before the Tansy Beetles appeared. Later in April, now the Tansy 

Beetles were appearing, we carried on preparing the three planned tansy patches: by the cattle grid, 

next to Blue Beck and at the pinch point in the Meadows by the oak tree. The vegetation in these areas 

was quite coarse, so had to be brought under control to allow tansy to establish. 

 

The 4
th
 May saw the Friends cutting thistles in the New Meadow and to the north of it. On 11

th
 May, 

Geoff Oxford from the Tansy Beetle Action Group gave a presentation by the Pond about the beetle to 

a small but appreciative audience in the drizzling rain. We all learned more about the species, 

especially the fact that the Pond mounds host such a significant proportion of the national population. 

The following week we cut back the competing vegetation around the tansy plants on New Meadow. 

At the end of May, Natural England confirmed the notification of Clifton Ings and Rawcliffe Meadows  

as a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI), which resulted in much media coverage. We had been 

invited to present at the Floodplain Meadows Partnership Conference (14 – 15 May 2014) in 

Gloucestershire but in the end none of the Friends were able to make it, though we did submit a poster 

instead. 

 

Prior to the SSSI designation being confirmed, we had to expend a considerable amount of time 

challenging City of York Council’s proposal to build an additional cycle track across the meadows. As 

a result, the Council was obliged to withdraw its planning application and nothing further has been 

heard of the project despite our suggestions regarding possible alternative routes which would have 

done far less harm. 

 

Out of the blue in June we got a ‘phone call to say that the Friends of Rawcliffe Meadows have been 

nominated in the community category of the Yorkshire Post Environment Awards 2014; we went for 

the dinner but didn’t get a prize. We’ve still no idea how we were nominated as the paper rarely uses 

our press releases. During June we also had nineteen volunteers from Aviva in York came down to 

Rawcliffe Meadows as arranged by York Cares to pull up the invasive Himalayan Balsam and rake up 

two large areas that were being prepared for Tansy planting.  The Friends had two work parties in June: 

as well as clearing competing vegetation from around tansy plants and raking up cuttings, we started 

collecting seed to sow in the Cornfield Reserve. The Friends also stood in for the Tansy Beetle Action 

Group at the BugFest at the Ryedale Folk Museum in Hutton-le-Hole on the 29
th
 June where the live 

Tansy Beetles were much appreciated. 

 

On Tuesday 1st July, Rawcliffe Meadows played host to a group of students from Bootham School 

who were helping us as a part of the whole school’s day of volunteering. They pulled more Himalayan 

Balsam and helped rake up the Environment Agency’s cutting of the repaired Barrier Bank. For the two 

work parties the Friends continued to weed around the tansy plants and collect seed for the planned 

Cornfield grassland. 

 

During the Summer the site hosted two sessions of PondNet training - Sun 27th July – Identifying and 

surveying wetland plants led by Naomi Ewald and on Sat 9th August – Identifying and surveying 

aquatic invertebrates led by Naomi Ewald and Martin Hammond 

 

http://www.floodplainmeadows.org.uk/files/floodplain/FoRM%20Poster%2014%20Apr%202014%20PDF%20(2).pdf
http://www.yorkcares.co.uk/
http://www.freshwaterhabitats.org.uk/projects/pondnet/


August saw two work parties which again focused on the clearing of the new tansy patches, weeding 

around the existing ones and collection of seed. Work also began on establishing 1.5 hectares of new 

grassland within the Cornfield Nature Reserve. As the Cornfield no longer supports ground-nesting 

birds such as Skylark, we had an excess of ‘arable fallow’ and agreed with Natural England that this 

would be better managed as meadow. Crucially, this will provide us with a well-drained area on which 

we can ‘park’ the cattle if the floodplain becomes too wet during the late summer-autumn grazing 

period. This arrangement will make life easier for our grazier (he won’t have to remove all his cows at 

short notice, as has sometimes happened in the past), satisfies the Environment Agency (because it will 

help protect the barrier bank when ground conditions become wet) and reduces the risk of trampling 

damage to the SSSI grassland. After some initial work to control invasive weeds, Gary prepared a seed 

bed in September and this was sown with a mixture of Yorkshire-provenance grass seed (purchased 

from Emorsgate Seeds) and hand-collected wildflower seed from the local area. 

 

As the Autumn drew in we returned to working on Sunday and continued with preparing the tansy 

patches and planting the Tansy grown on for us at Brunswick Organic Nursery. Some additional plants 

of gipsywort and water mint were bought from Mires Beck Nursery and planted as an experiment in the 

Reservoir Basin. These are sometimes used as alternative foodplants by Tansy Beetles, though we 

don’t know whether they are normally used by wild populations in the Vale of York. 

 

The annual Conservation Volunteers clearing of the Pond compound happened on 29th and 30th 

October and the usual excellent job was done by them, along with coppicing the willow. For the first 

time in a number of years, and after some searching, we have found someone to use the willow withies 

produced by the coppicing and Leilah Vyner of Dragon Willow took most of it away to weave. Leilah 

can also assist with hazel coppicing. 

 

In November we planted cowslips and more tansy, the former hopefully providing a visual display in 

future Springs along with assisting pollinators, whilst the latter increasing Tansy Beetle habitat. Not all 

the year’s work could be completed by the regular work parties and quite a few additional days were 

spent mid-week either cutting, planting or raking. December had a group of ten Friends clearing around 

the gorse on the Rawcliffe Country Park boundary and planting more to enhance the habitat for the 

Yellowhammers and other birds that  use that area. 

 

The laying of the New Meadow eastern hedge, funded by Yorkshire Water, seems to have been 

successful in deterring fires and vandalism from that area. However, it seems to have moved them into 

the Country Park, into which we suspect another bird feeder has disappeared, probably up in smoke, for 

the second time in twelve months – not a cheap job at £50 apiece. 

 

Litter remains a problem and on any day we manage to collect a bag full of cans and plastic or glass 

bottles off the site. Despite publicity in the Press and on the web site dog droppings left hanging in bags 

from the trees also remain a health hazard. 

 

The restoration of New Meadow following the 2012 sewer burst is now almost complete. The plot was 

cut and raked four times during 2014 to ‘harvest’ the initial flush of nutrients released from the seedbed 

and there is now good cover of perennial vegetation over 90% of the field. Unfortunately the area of 

ridge and furrow grassland disturbed by the rising main works in 2013 was invaded by alsike clover, an 

agricultural forage plant which can be toxic to livestock when made into hay. As a result this has not 

yet been re-instated and it will have to remain fenced-off during 2015. 

 

After consulting around the Friends the two new “vandal-proof” interpretation boards were ordered in 

September. We hope to have them in place during the winter. 

 

The Outlook for 2015 

 

2015 will see the twenty-fifth year of Rawcliffe Meadows and its Friends. It will also be the end of the 

current lease of the land from the Environment Agency. The Environment Agency has also declared in 

the City of York Flood Risk Strategy its plans to re-construct the Barrier Bank that runs along the 

eastern edge of Rawcliffe Meadows. The bank was originally built at too steep an angle, resulting in 

occasional slippages which the Agency considers unacceptable. This may prove to be our greatest 

challenge yet, since it will inevitably result in extensive damage to the meadows. At this stage we can 

only hope that the Agency will do its very best to minimise, make good and compensate for any loss of 

http://www.brunswickyork.org.uk/
http://www.miresbeck.co.uk/
http://www.dragonwillow.co.uk/


habitat. Thanks to funding from Yorkshire Water we have been able to create additional Tansy Beetle 

habitat on the site but existing populations of this nationally-endangered species may be at risk both 

from engineering works and changes in the operation of the Washland. We already have a busy work 

schedule planned for 2015 and, as always, there is much to do. 

 

 

A Map of Rawcliffe Meadows (with main features mentioned in report identified) 

 

 



ECOLOGICAL REPORT 
 

Wildlife reports 

 
This year’s wildlife report has been based mainly on records from Martin Hammond and Cap Fowles 

(CF): we know that lots of other people watch wildlife on the Meadows, so please let us have your 

records and observations in 2015! 

 

BIRDS 
 

Despite remarkably mild weather during the early months, the Cornfield produced respectable numbers 

of buntings, Tree Sparrows and finches. On 17
th
 January, a mixed flock of around 200 Tree Sparrows 

and Greenfinches was present. Peak bunting counts included 31 Yellowhammers (a site record) on 29
th

 

January with 36 Corn Buntings and ca. 60 Reed Buntings on 10
th
 March. Three or four Linnets on 11

th
 

March were the first for the 2013/14 winter period and small numbers were present later in the month; 

the best count was a dozen on 15
th
 April. Up to 5 Stock Doves were regular throughout January to 

March with pairs seen prospecting nest sites in old trees nearby. 

 

Birds passing through in March included four Lesser Redpolls on the 5
th
 with more on the 19th (CF) 

and a Woodcock in the flood basin scrub on the 11
th
. However, there was no spring passage of Snipe in 

the flood basin – a disappointing end to a winter which never produced more than the odd bird or two.  

The first reported summer migrant was a Chiffchaff on 24
th
 March with seven birds singing on the 26

th
 

between Clifton Bridge and the Copse (CF). Sand Martins were on the Ouse by 10
th

 April with singing 

Willow Warblers and Blackcaps in evidence by mid month. 

 

Resident birds included a female Sparrowhawk briefly prospecting a nesting site in April, although 

breeding did not take place. Pheasant bred successfully in the Cornfield but there was only one record 

of a solitary Skylark (in June), with no evidence of nesting. Kingfishers were present almost 

continuously on Ings Dyke and Blue Beck throughout the summer and autumn, indicating a successful 

breeding season on the River Ouse. 

 

In September, at least 50 Tree Sparrows were in the Cornfield at the beginning of the month and two 

Spotted Flycatchers were in the Clifton Hospital boundary hedge on the 5
th
. A lone Wheatear was on 

the Cornfield on the 29
th
. One to two Willow Tits were present around New Meadow and Blue Beck 

Copse from 12
th

 September at least up to 17
th
 October. As usual, Jays were around in the autumn, with 

Cap reporting two burying acorns in Clifton Park on 17
th
 November. 

 

On 16
th

 December, birds in the Cornfield included 40 Greenfinches, 25 Reed Buntings, around 15 

Yellowhammers and a dozen Tree Sparrows. Eight Snipe were in the flood basin. On 30
th
 December, 

46 Reed Buntings, around 30 Greenfinches, 9 Yellowhammers and 7 Stock Doves were counted in the 

Cornfield. On the same date, 22 Tree Sparrows were in the flood basin. 

 
MAMMALS 

 
A Roe Deer was seen on 15

th
 January and plenty of spraints and footprints were found near Blue Beck 

and in the flood basin. Up to three deer were seen in late February and early March, and one was 

photographed crossing the flood basin in early April. A Stoat was seen in early September. 

 

 

AMPHIBIANS 

 
Smooth Newts and Frog spawn were first noted in the flood basin pools on 10

th
 March. 

 

INSECTS 

 
The warm weather in early March encouraged bumblebees and butterflies to emerge. Small 

Tortoiseshell, Peacock and Comma were seen on 10
th
 March around the Cornfield. Brimstone, Orange 

Tip and Speckled Wood were all reported by Cap on 23
rd

 April. 



 

The ‘Near Threatened’ diving beetle Agabus uliginosus was found in March in seasonal pools in the 

flood basin, a regular location for the species. 

 

Good numbers of Tansy Beetles were present in both spring and late summer, probably with some 

overlap between the two generations of adults. The first was spotted by Mick on the pond mounds on 

29
th
 March, two days before the first ones appeared at the Askham Bryan College ‘ark’ site. Thirty-six 

beetles were counted on one tansy patch on the New Meadow verge on 15
th
 April. 

 

Sixty-three beetles were found at New Meadow on 17
th
 August while the TBAG count two days later 

produced 61 at New Meadow with 368 by the pond. The count from the pond mounds was almost 

certainly an under-estimate because the larger Tansy patches are so dense as to prevent accurate 

counting. On the New Meadow verges, beetles remain concentrated on a patch of foodplant which they 

have occupied for at least 20 years but small numbers were seen repeatedly on recently-planted patches 

nearby, including some planted only last autumn at the southern end of the field. The last sighting was 

of two beetles by the pond on 30
th
 October. 

 

The most recent (2014) Tansy Beetle census confirms that Rawcliffe Meadows remains one of the 

three most important sites for this Endangered insect. None were found by Blue Beck or elsewhere but 

work continues to re-establish patches of Tansy at three spots in the hope of encouraging the beetles to 

re-colonise previously-occupied locations. 

 

PLANTS 

 
Fen-meadow habitat in the Flood Basin continues to flourish, with several more plants of Purple Moor-

grass noticed in late summer. Wild Angelica and Marsh Thistle now seem to be established in small 

amounts while there were good displays of Common Spotted Orchid and Devil’s-bit Scabious. Curled 

Pondweed was noticed in the newest scrape and Lesser Marshwort is still present in the adjoining 

‘reedbed’ pond.  

 

The Copse Meadow (photograph below), established from Clifton Ings hay bales in 2008, continues to 

develop. Although Red Clover continues to dominate, 51 plant species were recorded in early June. 

There has been an increase in species associated with more productive grassland such as Yorkshire 

Fog, Perennial Rye-grass and Meadow Buttercup but also in characteristic hay meadow herbs like 

Meadow Vetchling and Meadow Barley. The survival of plants introduced as plugs or pot-grown plants 

in 2009-10 has been variable: Great Burnet and Bistort have survived but not flourished, Meadowsweet 

has established well and Pepper Saxifrage showed better than before.  

 

 
  



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 2013 – September 2014 the Friends expect to receive a retrospective payment of 

£6592.40 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 (this amount was 

reduced from the original to account for the changed management of the Cornfield). Ongoing 

transactions in the accounts were FoRM subcontracting for repairs to the site following the 2013 sewer 

upgrade: these were subsequently repaid by Yorkshire Water and their principal contractor Mott 

McDonald Bentley (MMB). 

 

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

return for which the Friends receive assistance with management where agricultural machinery is 

involved. The hay crop in 2014 saw about 55 five foot bales being collected. The same farmer also 

grazes cattle upon the site, in accordance with the management plan, and in 2014 there were up to 17 

beasts on between and 7
th

 September and 15
th

 November, which fulfilled our six week grazing 

requirement. In return for grazing rights and the hay crop Gary ploughed, harrowed and drilled the 

Cornfield grassland, along with trimming hedges as required. 

 

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

ending 31 March 2014. 

 

Income   

 Stewardship 6765 

 YWT grant 600 

 J.N.Bentley 1676 

 Yorkshire Water 3983 

 CoYC Ward Grant 750 

 Yorkshire Water Grant 5000 

 James Cameron grant 500 

 Total 19274 

Expenditure   

 Maintenance 4323 

 Insurance 79 

 Bird seed 101 

 Seed for Cornfield crops 329 

 Photographs 800 

 Trees 139 

 Bird feeder 50 

 Nest boxes 238 

 Other equipment 43 

 Ecologist 6054 

 Total 12156 

Balance  7118 

 

The balance brought forward is largely the grants received which are being spent in the financial year 

2014/15. The CoYC Ward grant was returned to them as we were unable to spend within their financial 

year due to practical constraints in the Cornfield. This was awarded again for 2014/15 to purchase a 

scythe mower. The James Cameron grant was on behalf of John Lewis Partnership who had received 

some advice from us following their recent move into York and is to be used to pay for storage for the 

scythe mower. 

 

A grant was also obtained by Natural England in September 2014 to fund works to increase the number 

of tansy plants in the Pond compound and hopefully the number of Tansy Beetles. These changes were 

on the advice of Dr Geoff Oxford following management changes by the Environment Agency (EA). 

We await permission from the EA to implement the grant-funded work. 



 

The approximate number of volunteer hours spent doing specific tasks on the site in 2014 was as 

follows: 

 

Organization No. Of Volunteer Hours 

  

Friends of Rawcliffe Meadows (FoRM) 520 

The Conservation Volunteers 110 

Askham Bryan College 60 

York Cares (Aviva) 47.5 

Bootham School 60 

Total 797.50 

 

Based upon the Volunteering England methodology of calculating volunteer economic value 

(http://www.volunteering.org.uk/component/gpb/is-there-any-way-of-measuring-the-economic-value-

of-the-work-our-volunteers-are-doing), the value of volunteer hours on Rawcliffe Meadows in 2014 

was at least £13.90 x 797.50 = £11086.25 plus 35 hours of free ecological advice at £25/hour (£875) 

plus mileage costs of £225, making a total of £12,186.25 . Additional volunteer hours were spent by 

members of FoRM in ad-hoc repairs, supervision, site meetings regarding EA and MMB site 

operations, along with checking and reporting problems making well over £13,000 worth of volunteer 

hours spent on the site in 2014. 

 

  

http://www.volunteering.org.uk/component/gpb/is-there-any-way-of-measuring-the-economic-value-of-the-work-our-volunteers-are-doing
http://www.volunteering.org.uk/component/gpb/is-there-any-way-of-measuring-the-economic-value-of-the-work-our-volunteers-are-doing


MEDIA COVERAGE 
 
The Friends are aware of the following instances: 

 

http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2014/may/30/york-flood-meadows-special-scientific-interest 

 

http://www.tka.co.uk/yorkrspb/rspb-images/york-rspb-newsletter-spring-14.pdf 

 

http://www.yorkshirepost.co.uk/mobile/business/business-news/the-yorkshire-post-2014-environment-

awards-1-6593999 

 

http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/news/11246392.York_meadows_gain_special_status_to_safeguard_tansy_

beetle/ 

 

http://www.yorkchamber.co.uk/john-lewis-york-achieves-breaam-outstanding-rating/ 

 

http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/features/readersletters/11554089.Tributes_to_tireless_green_campaigner/ 

 

http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/features/readersletters/11270032.Important_beetles/ 

 

http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/news/inbrief/11193174.Talk_looks_at_tansy_beetle/ 

 

Monthly coverage in Your Locallink of our work parties 

 

Events at Rawcliffe Meadows are reported on Twitter by the account @YNET4, as well as by email 

and the website. 

 

Website Statistics - http://rawcliffemeadows.wordpress.com/ 

 

Number of page views in 2014 – 5572 (5,074 in 2013, 1,814 in 2012) 

 
 

http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2014/may/30/york-flood-meadows-special-scientific-interest
http://www.tka.co.uk/yorkrspb/rspb-images/york-rspb-newsletter-spring-14.pdf
http://www.yorkshirepost.co.uk/mobile/business/business-news/the-yorkshire-post-2014-environment-awards-1-6593999
http://www.yorkshirepost.co.uk/mobile/business/business-news/the-yorkshire-post-2014-environment-awards-1-6593999
http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/news/11246392.York_meadows_gain_special_status_to_safeguard_tansy_beetle/
http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/news/11246392.York_meadows_gain_special_status_to_safeguard_tansy_beetle/
http://www.yorkchamber.co.uk/john-lewis-york-achieves-breaam-outstanding-rating/
http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/features/readersletters/11554089.Tributes_to_tireless_green_campaigner/
http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/features/readersletters/11270032.Important_beetles/
http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/news/inbrief/11193174.Talk_looks_at_tansy_beetle/
http://www.yourlocallink.co.uk/
http://rawcliffemeadows.wordpress.com/
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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/
mailto:martinhammondecology@googlemail.com

