The Friends of Rawcliffe Meadows
A rich flood plain just north of the City of York. Farmed since the Middle Ages
and now a mosaic of wildlife habitats
Introduction
Rawcliffe Meadows covers 25 acres of the Clifton floodplain on the north-

The Site Layout

Tansy beetle Chrysolina graminis

Funding and support
For much of the site’s history the main source of income has been from

ern outskirts of York and has been managed for conservation since 1990.

the Countryside Stewardship scheme, in its various forms. Occasional

It was notified by Natural England as a Site of Special Scientific Interest

grants have been forthcoming for capital projects, mainly for Tansy Beetle

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

habitat development and tree planting. No regular financial support is re-

the Environment Agency and currently leased to Sustrans, the cycle track

ceived from the Environment Agency.

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 Envi-

The SSSI is a key area for the critically endangered tansy beetle Chrysolina graminis. The

ronmental Stewardship scheme.

tansy beetle is nationally restricted to a stretch of land (approximately 45 km) along the River
Ouse to the north and south of York, including the section which passes through the SSSI.
Clifton Ings has been noted as a stronghold for the species since Victorian times and significant numbers are found on the adjacent Rawcliffe Meadows. Tansy beetle is included on the

Background

list of habitats and species which are of principal importance for the conservation of biodiver-

In 1990 a small band of volunteers agreed to manage this not-

sity in England under Section 41 of the NERC Act 2006.

insubstantial piece of heavily overgrazed grassland , to allow Sustrans,

The lease between the EA and Sustrans expires in 2015, and it is hoped

the cycle track charity, to run a cycle track through it between the City of

Management

York and Beningbrough. The land was owned by the then National Rivers
Authority, which became part of the Environment Agency a few years
later. As a result of 20 years of excessive grazing, the sward was domi-

The Natural History

Once the mass of invasive weeds such as creeping thistle were largely under control the
land was returned to Lammas management where an early brief spring graze was followed

nated by tufted hair-grass along with huge swathes of creeping thistle.
The land didn’t have a name but was separated from the Clifton Ings on

(From the SSSI notification): Clifton Ings and Rawcliffe Meadows SSSI is of special in-

by a summer of wildflowers and the meadows being cut for hay in early July. The aftermath

the River Ouse in York by a dyke, and the land slightly elevated. We

terest for the following nationally important features:

growth is then grazed again in late summer/early autumn with a relatively small number of

called it Rawcliffe Meadows.

Species-rich neutral grassland

The land forms part of a managed washland which is important in alleviat-

cattle. Following weather changes around the year 2000 the focus became on the aftermath
grazing, although a spring graze is being attempted in 2014.

The fields support species-rich neutral grassland, predominantly of the rare National
Vegetation Classification (NVC) types MG4 meadow foxtail Alopecurus pratensis –

A pond was established at the southern end of the site at the outset and numbers of trees

great burnet Sanguisorba officinalis grassland and MG8 crested dog’s-tail Cynosurus

were planted as copses on the boundaries of the site, creating a variety of habitats. Two ar-

management in 1991. This has been no simple task on a shoestring

cristatus – marsh marigold Caltha palustris grassland, with communities transitional be-

eas of new species-rich grassland have been established on plots of weedy, derelict pasture

budget: unpredictable flooding patterns, invasive weeds, escaping live-

tween these NVC grassland types. The MG4 grasslands include various expressions

using hay bales. Two hectares of wet grassland in a flood storage basin are managed by

stock and high levels of recreational ‘wear and tear’ on the site are all on-

and atypical varieties (compared to the published account in Rodwell 19921). These

seasonal grazing and contain over a dozen small ponds.

going challenges.

vegetation communities form part of the ‘lowland meadows’ habitat, which is included

ing flooding in the centre of York.
Friends of Rawcliffe Meadows began restoring traditional hay meadow

The Future?

on the list of habitats and species which are of principal importance for the conservation

The Friends also manage a 4.6 ha arable field (the Cornfield Nature Reserve) adjoining the

The amazing part is that it that now a large chunk is designated as a SSSI

of biodiversity in England, as required under Section 41 of the Natural Environment and

floodplain. This is managed for farmland birds, scarce arable plants and invertebrates

for its wildflower-rich grassland. The volunteers carry on expanding habitat

Rural Communities (NERC) Act 2006. The species-rich communities described above

through a combination of wildlife seed crops, fallow areas and grassy margins.

for the endangered Tansy Beetle, whilst coppicing scrub, repairing fences

form a mosaic with other neutral grassland communities and tall-herb fen. The precise

and controlling noxious weeds, year in and year out. It’s such a change from

distribution and juxtaposition of the communities is determined by a range of factors, in-

how sad it looked those twenty-odd years ago.

cluding land management practices, topography, drainage, nutrient enrichment, and the
pattern and frequency of flooding.

the EA will continue the agreement with the Friends of Rawcliffe Meadows, which is part of an established charitable company, York Natural Environment Trust Limited.
Changes in weather and resultant flooding patterns are potentially an issue, as the continuity of Lammas management is critical to the MG4
grassland,. Summer flooding and changes to the operation of the washland could also pose a threat to Tansy Beetles.
Additional habitats continue to be developed when time and resources are
available. The wish list currently includes a bee/invertebrate bank, a
stumpery and many more tansy enclosures.

Website: http://rawcliffemeadows.wordpress.com

