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Survey results: 
 
Two water vole surveys were conducted during 2024, one on 27 May and the other 2 months later on 30 
July (in accordance with guidance in the Water Vole Mitigation Handbook), to assess the presence and 
activity extent of water voles within the proposed project area. (See Survey Report appended). Surveys 
followed the standard PTES method which involves searching for latrines, burrows, droppings and other 
signs of water vole presence along the banks of a suitable watercourse. (see National Water Vole 
Monitoring Programme guidance). 
 
Signs of water vole activity were recorded during the survey undertaken on 27th May 2024, including 
latrines, feeding stations and suspected burrows, all found within close proximity along one eastern-
most section of the central ditch running southwest to northeast across Ferry Field and a perpendicular 
ditch at the far eastern end next to the road, running north-south. Most of the signs were on or close to 
a raised bank (referred to in the project proposal as the “existing bund”, running along the south and 
west edges of the ditch) that was earmarked for removal in the original project proposal. The below 
map (fig.1) shows the extent of the area where the signs were found. It was not possible to determine if 
the burrows were occupied but the presence of fresh and trampled latrines and feeding stations would 
suggest that they were. 
 
A follow-up survey conducted on 30th of July revealed no obvious, recent signs of water vole activity, 
except for three small piles of vegetation with some ends nibbled at a 45 degree angle found at the 
eastern-most end of the central ditch. These were deemed not to resemble typical water vole feeding 
stations and may have been the feeding signs of field or bank vole. No fresh latrines or obvious water 
vole feeding signs were recorded. Some of the burrows showed signs of recent activity in the form of 
small piles of freshly excavated spoil at their entrances. However, given the absence of water vole 
droppings, it is possible that another rodent species may have been using the burrows. 
Although the taller vegetation may have obscured some signs, the lack of evidence of recent water vole 
activity in this second survey was expected, given that the ditch had completely dried out, apart from 
one stretch of boggy, sedge-dominated ditch bed at its eastern extremity (see fig. 2 and fig. 3). It is 
worth noting that the ditch was wetter than it typically would be in an average year, due to the 
abnormally high spring and early summer rainfall in 2024.  
 
The following conclusions can be drawn from the survey findings: 
 

1) Water voles use the ditch in the winter and early spring months, during the time when it is 
replenished with rainwater in October-November up to when it dries out, usually by May-June. 

2) A section of the existing bank (or “bund”) provides good water vole habitat. 
3) Presence of water within the ditches has a strong influence on occupancy by water voles 

 
Mitigation measures: 
To avoid any impact on water voles, the planned work will be adjusted, and the way of working and 
following mitigation will be put in place: 
 

1. The c. 270m section of existing bund where water vole signs have been detected will be 
retained, with an additional 5m buffer zone at either end of retained bank left alone (Fig 4). 

2. The line of the predator exclusion fence will be diverted away from the length of retained bank 
(bund) and run between the bank and the road, to provide a buffer. (see Fig. 4) 

https://ptes.org/get-involved/surveys/countryside-2/national-water-vole-monitoring-programme/how-to-take-part/
https://ptes.org/get-involved/surveys/countryside-2/national-water-vole-monitoring-programme/how-to-take-part/
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3. The cattle/vehicle crossing point that will be positioned elsewhere along the ditch to a location 
that away from retained bank, outside of the buffer zone. 

4. All construction and excavation work will take place after the end of the water vole breeding 
season, from August-October 2025. 

5. Water vole surveys will be conducted in spring/early summer 2025 to inform an understanding 
of water vole activity prior to project works commencing to confirm if water voles are present 
and adjust work timings if required.  

6. From the time the ditch dries up, in May/June prior to the works commencing, it will be held as 
dry as possible, by removing the wooden boards in the old sluice structure to maximise release 
of water from the ditch system. The boards will not be replaced until the works have been 
completed. 

7. Prior to any works commencing, all contractors will be made aware of the potential presence of 
water voles and the requirement to retain that section of bank. They will be instructed to cease 
work if any water vole activity is seen. 

8. The retained section of bank will be clearly marked and cordoned off with temporary fencing 
while groundworks are in progress to serve as a visual barrier and reminder to construction 
plant workers while operating in the vicinity. 

9. Prior to groundworks commencing, the area where vegetation is to be removed will be checked 
again for water vole signs or burrows. If any signs of recent activity are found, consideration will 
be given to amending the work plan. 

10. Contractors will be instructed not to place any arisings or machinery within the cordoned off 
area of bank/ditch. 

11. RSPB staff will be onsite during the construction phase to ensure compliance with these 
conditions. 

 
Future management: 
 
It is considered that there will be long-term benefits to water voles following the completion of works, 
for the following reasons: 
 

- The solar pump will allow the ditches to be replenished with water when required and thus 
enhance the habitat suitability by providing wetter conditions for longer.  

- The predator exclusion fence will protect water voles from meso-predators such as fox and 
badger. 

- The shallow water area linked to the main ditch system will be extended, which will increase the 
area of available forage for the water voles. 

 
The water vole population will continue to be monitored after completion of the project to assess how 
well it develops. 
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Fig 1. Map showing length of ditch with water vole activity in May 2024. 
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Fig. 2 Map showing remaining damp area of ditch in late July. 



6 
 

 

Fig. 3 Photo of remaining damp area in late July 
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Fig. 4  Planned mitigation showing diverted fence line and bund to be retained
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Ferry Field Water Vole Survey May and July 2024 
Luke Parham (E Solent Assistant Warden), Anthony Smith (E Solent Warden) and Jane Sears (Senior 
Ecologist). 
 

Introduction 
The proposed development at Ferry Wetlands (part of the Pagham Harbour designated site) seeks to 
improve conditions for the qualifying features of the designated site and enhance the overall 
biodiversity value. Primarily, this will be achieved by re-profiling the site, installing hydrological control 
structures and introducing predator-exclusion fencing. 
 

Fig A. Proposed site plan. 
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Water voles occur on the Manhood peninsula (Reeve 2016) and are known to occur in the vicinity of 
Ferry Field as there was one previous record close to the site. Although the Ecological Impact 
Assessment (Wallace 2024) considered that the habitat was sub-optima for breeding it was considered 
possible that they could use the site for foraging. It was therefore necessary to establish if and how the 
work area is used by water voles and whether mitigation is required. 
Luke Parham and Trevor Gibson-Pool are experienced water vole surveyors and contributors to the 
National Water Vole Monitoring Database. They were advised by Jane Sears who is a member of the 
National Water Vole Steering Group and advises projects affecting water voles on other RSPB reserves. 
 

Methodology 
Detailed searches were made of all the potentially suitable habitat along the 2 main ditches and the 
smaller footdrains from SZ 85609646 to SZ85089632. Both banks were surveyed and were visible from 
walking along the edges of the ditches as they are only 1-2m wide. All signs of water vole activity were 
recorded and mapped including, burrows, latrines and feeding signs/caches (following National Water 
Vole Monitoring Programme guidance). A sample of photographs was taken. In total c 1000m of ditch 
(500m either side) plus the shallow footdrains and the perimeter of a pond was surveyed each survey.  
Two surveys were carried out, two months apart, as per the guidance in The Water Vole Mitigation 
Handbook (Dean et al 2016). At the time of the first survey on 27 May 2024, the ditches held water, but 
by the second survey on 30 July 2024, they were dry with only one area of damp mud remaining at the 
eastern end of the central east-west ditch. 
 

Results 
One kilometre of ditch and the perimeter of a pond were surveyed during each survey.  
1st Survey 27 May 
During the survey undertaken on 27th May 2024, signs of water vole activity were recorded, including 
latrines, feeding stations and c17 suspected burrows. (see images -some atypical shape so possibly not 
all made by water voles). All were found in close proximity along the southern bank of the central ditch 
running southwest to northeast across Ferry Field, at its north-eastern end (from SZ8540196422 in west 
to SZ8559296550 in east). In addition, feeding stations and burrows were found along a perpendicular 
ditch running north-south at the far eastern end next to the road, from SZ8559296550 to 
SZ8560896469). Feeding signs were also seen at the top of the very small shallow ditch flowing across 
the field from the north at SZ8545196563 but there was no suitable burrowing habitat there. No signs 
were found at the pond, To the south of point SZ8560896469 the ditch widens into a reedbed in which 
Reed Warblers were breeding so the survey did not extend beyond this point.  
The below map (Fig. B) shows the extent of the area where these signs were found. It was not possible 
to determine if the burrows were occupied but the presence of fresh and trampled latrines and feeding 
stations would suggest they were. 
 
 

https://ptes.org/get-involved/surveys/countryside-2/national-water-vole-monitoring-programme/how-to-take-part/
https://ptes.org/get-involved/surveys/countryside-2/national-water-vole-monitoring-programme/how-to-take-part/
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Fig B. Survey results from 1st survey on 27 May 2024. 
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Fig C Feeding station with 45 degree cut ends.  Fig D Latrine with tic-tac sized green/brown droppings 
 

            
Fig E Trampled latrine    Fig F Burrows in ditch bank 
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Fig G & H Burrows –  both atypical shapes for water vole 
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2nd Survey 30 July 
A follow-up survey conducted on 30th of July revealed no obvious, recent signs of water vole activity (Fig I), apart from three small piles of 
vegetation with some ends nibbled at a 45 degree angle found at the eastern-most end of the central ditch in a sedge=dominated damp area 
(Figs 3 & J). These were deemed not to resemble typical water vole feeding stations and may have been the feeding signs of field or bank vole. 
No fresh latrines or obvious water vole feeding signs were recorded. Some of the burrows showed signs of recent activity in the form of small 
piles freshly excavated spoil at their entrances (Fig K), and given the absence of water vole droppings, it is possible that another rodent species 
may have been using the burrows. 
The ditch had almost completely dried out during the summer. A single area of damp mud remained in the area at the eastern extremity of the 
ditch at the elbow bend of the bank. 

 
 
Fig I Map of water vole 
signs 30 July 2024 
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   Fig J Feeding material in pile 
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Fig K Burrows with freshly disturbed soil – atypical of water vole burrows 
 

Conclusions 
The following conclusions can be drawn from the survey findings: 

1. Water voles use the ditch in the winter and early spring months, during the time when it is 
replenished with rainwater in October-November up to when it dries out, usually by May-June. 

2. A section of the existing bank (or “bund”) provides good water vole habitat. 
3. Presence of water within the ditches has a strong influence on occupancy by water voles 
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