
Small mammal and water vole surveys at Rawcliffe Meadows, 

York 

 

Introduction 

 

Rawcliffe Meadows are situated on the outskirts of York, alongside 

the River Ouse (Grid ref. SE579540), and have been managed by the 

Friends of Rawcliffe Meadows, a group of volunteers, since 1991, 

resulting in an area rich in native flora and fauna.  

See https://rawcliffemeadows.wordpress.com/ for further 

information. 

YMG were asked to survey for water voles (Arvicola amphibious) in 

the Reservoir Basin, a 2 hectare area of wet grassland, fen meadow, 

ponds, scrapes and ditches. This flood basin is a man-made feature, 

originating as a borrow-pit when the adjoining washland 

embankments were upgraded in 1979. The Reservoir Basin is 

managed by cattle grazing during the summer months and contains 

an excellent range of wetland wildlife. It is bounded by allotments to 

the east, a bridleway and arable field to the north, the flood bank and 

Rawcliffe Meadows to the west, and Blue Beck to the south. 

Rawcliffe Ings used to have a thriving water vole population, but 

predation by American mink (Neovison vison) and extensive ditch 

management meant that water voles had not been recorded in the 

area for several years.  

YMG also carried out a small mammal survey of the Reservoir 

Basin in September 2015 with help from the Friends group. 

 

Small mammal survey 

 

Methods 

 

Fifty Longworth traps were placed in a variety of habitats within the 

Reservoir Basin, baited with wheat, peanuts, sunflower seeds, 

carrots and blowfly pupae, with a ball of hay for bedding. 

 

Grazing cattle had trampled much of the habitat within the basin, so 

traps were placed in areas away from cattle interference, including 

around fenced off ponds and under scrub on the steep bank adjacent 

to the allotments. 

 

https://rawcliffemeadows.wordpress.com/


Trap locations: 

1. Phalaris pond - dense wetland vegetation around a large pond 

dominated by common reed (14 traps). 

2. Typha pond – dense wetland vegetation around a medium-

sized pond with abundant common bulrush, yellow loosestrife 

and water mint (6 traps). 

3. Tussocky dry grass beneath mature hawthorn and blackthorn 

scrub on a steep bank adjacent to the allotments (30 traps). 

 

Traps were set on the evening of Friday 4th September and checked 

on Saturday 5th September from 9.30am onwards.  

 

Results 

 

Summary of small mammals captured in the Reservoir Basin, 

Rawcliffe Meadows, York, September 2015. 

 

 Site 1 Site 2 Site 3 

Bank vole 0 0 1 

Wood mouse 0 0 3 

Common shrew 1 1 3 

Water shrew 1 0 1 

 

Appendix I shows a comprehensive table of results for this trap. 

 

Discussion and conclusions 

 

Four species of small mammal were caught in the Reservoir Basin at 

Rawcliffe Meadows, including bank vole (Myodes glareolus), wood 

mouse (Apodemus sylvaticus), common shrew (Sorex araneus) and 

water shrew (Neomys fodiens). Common shrews were captured at all 

three trapping locations, with a beautiful pale leucistic common 

shrew being captured under the scrub at Site 3. Wood mice and bank 

voles were only captured in the drier grass under the mature scrub at 

Site 3, with water shrews being captured alongside the Phalaris pond 

(Site 1) and on the dry bank (Site 3).  

 

Other mammals recorded during the survey included a very fine fox 

(Vulpes vulpes) spotted sunning itself on the dry bank on the Friday 

evening, mole (Talpa europaea) hills on a drier part of the site, and 



roe deer (Capreolus capreolus) droppings on a reptile refuge under 

the scrub on the dry bank. 

 

Water vole survey 

 

Methods 

 

On 8th June 2015, 21 water vole rafts were placed in several 

locations around the Reservoir Basin including in Blue Beck, in the 

damp ditch along the western boundary of the site, and in the 

Phalaris pond. Appendix II shows the initial raft locations. The rafts 

were checked for water vole droppings on 2nd and 25th July 2015 and 

the rafts were then relocated to locations in Blue Beck, the Phalaris 

pond and the Typha pond (both within exclosures) to avoid 

trampling damage when the cattle were allowed into the Reservoir 

Basin in August. Appendix III shows the new raft locations. The 

rafts were checked again and removed on 5th September 2015. 

 

Results 

 

No signs of water voles were found on any of the rafts on 2nd July. 

 

Water vole signs on rafts at the Reservoir Basin, Rawcliffe 

Meadows, York, 25th July and 5th September 2015. 

 

Date Raft No. Location Evidence 

25/07/15 16 Damp ditch Small water vole latrine  

25/07/15 19 Phalaris pond 1 water vole dropping 

25/07/15 21 Phalaris pond Large water vole latrine 

covering most of raft surface 

05/09/15 18 Phalaris pond 2 water vole droppings 

05/09/15 20 Phalaris pond Several water vole droppings 

05/09/15 21 Phalaris pond Large water vole latrine 

covering most of raft surface 

05/09/15 22 Phalaris pond Several water vole droppings 

05/09/15 23 Phalaris pond Several water vole droppings 

05/09/15 24 Typha pond Several water vole droppings 

05/09/15 25 Typha pond Small water vole latrine 

05/09/15 26 Typha pond Small water vole latrine 

 



In addition, a small number of water vole droppings were also found 

on the edge of the new scrape adjacent to the Phalaris pond on 25th 

July and rafts 24, 26 and 27 contained small numbers of water shrew 

droppings on 5th September. 

 

Appendices II and III show the results for 25th July and 5th 

September. 

 

Discussion and conclusions 

 

Numerous water vole droppings and latrines were found on rafts in 

the Reservoir Basin, Rawcliffe Meadows, during July and 

September 2015, providing evidence that water voles are resident on 

the site. No signs were found on rafts located on Blue Beck on the 

southern boundary of the site and it was noted that water levels in 

the beck were very unpredictable even over the summer months, 

being prone to sudden flashes which could make the beck less 

desirable to water voles. Most signs were found in the Phalaris pond 

and the Typha pond, both of which are fenced off from livestock, 

have very dense bank side vegetation and a more constant water 

level. One raft in the damp ditch along the western edge of the site 

also contained a small water vole latrine with the raft floating on just 

a few centimetres of water in July, although this area had been 

trampled by cattle later in the summer. The new scrape adjacent to 

the Phalaris pond also had small numbers of water vole droppings on 

its edges in July, but again this area was trampled by cattle over the 

summer. 

 

The provision of additional exclosures around ponds in the 

Reservoir Basin may provide further suitable habitat for water voles, 

with less cattle damage to the vegetation, a good food supply and 

cover, and more reliable water levels. 

 

Thanks are due to Mick Phythian and volunteers from the Friends of 

Rawcliffe Meadows, several members of YMG and Gareth Barlow 

from Radio York for help with the small mammal survey. Thanks 

also to Anne Heathcote and Rob Masheder for help with the water 

vole raft surveys. 

 

 



Appendix I 

 

Table of results: small mammal survey in the Reservoir Basin, 

Rawcliffe Meadows, York, September 2015. 

 

Weather: Cloudy, warm and dry. 

 

Site Species Sex 

M/F* 

Age 

A/SA/J* 

Weight 

(g) 

Phalaris pond (site 1) Common shrew ? SA 7.0 

Phalaris pond (site 1) Water shrew ? A 14.0 

Typha pond (site 2) Common shrew ? A 8.0 

Grass/scrub (site 3) Common shrew ? SA 7.0 

Grass/scrub (site 3) Bank vole M SA 17.0 

Grass/scrub (site 3) Wood mouse F A 21.0 

Grass/scrub (site 3) Common shrew ? A 8.0 

Grass/scrub (site 3) Common shrew ? A 8.0 

Grass/scrub (site 3) Wood mouse M A 23.0 

Grass/scrub (site 3) Water shrew ? A 13.0 

Grass/scrub (site 3) Wood mouse F SA 18.0 

* M = male; F = female; A= adult; SA = subadult; J = juvenile 
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