
Managing Land  
For Water Voles 

Why help Water voles? 

Water voles were once a common sight, 
immortalised by the character ‘Ratty’ in the book 
Wind in the Willows. Unfortunately water voles in 
Sussex have declined by over 90% in the last 30 
years. Water voles are already extinct from large 
areas of Britain and Sussex, and they are one of 
the fastest declining mammal species in the UK.  

Their decline has been caused by a range of factors 
including wetland destruction and habitat 
fragmentation, the introduction of the American 
mink, the mechanisation of ditch clearance, the 
intensification of farming (particularly sheep 
grazing), drainage and over-abstraction of water.  

Many local people have observed the decline of the water vole and are keen to manage land in a 
way which will help their recovery. This does not need to be complicated, there are simple ways of 
tweaking land management to benefit water voles. This advice sheet sets out some of the things 
that you can do to help them. 

Water Vole ©  Russel F Spencer 

 

How do I know if I have Water Voles on my land? 
 

Water voles are generally found within a few metres of water or wetland. They leave obvious signs 
behind which show their presence, even if you cant see the animals themselves. See Sussex Wildlife 
Trust Species web pages for details. The first thing to do is to ask your local Biodiversity Record 
Centre if they have records of water voles (SxBRC—See Contacts) . SxBRC and Wildlife Trust staff can 
help you identify areas where we know water voles live in the County. We may also be able to help 
with surveys and advice on how to minimise impacts on water voles.  
 
Make sure you know the difference between a field vole, 
a rat and a water vole before you make any decisions.  

Water voles leave green vegetation cut at a 45º angle 
and between 4-10cm long in piles by the water’s 

edge © F Southgate Water vole burrows can also be a good sign of their presence 
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What do Water Voles need? 

 

Water !                             
Water voles are semi-aquatic and rely on wetland vegetation for food and shelter. Where there is no 
water, particularly in summer, they disappear.  
 
Wetland plants                      
Water voles need to eat around 80% of their body weight a day. They eat mainly plants, and 
particularly wetland plants like reeds, rushes, fools water cress and sedges. 
 
Inter-connected habitat        
Water voles can only travel short distances to find food, shelter and mates. It is extremely difficult for  
them to move through dry or urbanised land, or open vegetation. By creating corridors of well 
managed watercourse,  wetland and tussocky grassland they have a chance of moving into and around 
the wider countryside depending on the weather and the season. 
 
Winter food  
70-80% of the water vole population is lost naturally overwinter. By conserving some vegetation over 
winter such as rush pasture, reedbed or hawthorn and willow, they have a better chance of survival.  If 
you clear your ditches in autumn, try not to clear them all in one year.  
 
Less (non native) predators  
Water voles are predated by a number of native species, but 
the American mink is an additional, specialised predator, 
which can follow water voles into their burrows and kill whole 
populations. Carrying out mink control on your land can help 
water voles and other wildlife.  Cats can also have an impact.  
 
Wetlands! 
Obvious as it sounds, undrained wetland with lush wetland 
vegetation are invaluable to water voles, and still rare in 
Sussex. Ponds, ditches, reedbeds, fens, natural rivers, streams 
& marshes are all places where you might find water voles. 

Sometimes during floods and to find food, 
water voles will climb trees. They are not 

great climbers though! © C Staunton 

                              Where should I look for water voles? 
 

Find what you think is the best area of ‘wetland’ on your land and look 
there. It helps if it’s an area which doesn't dry out in summer, and doesn't 
flood too much in winter. Water voles particularly like areas of reedbed 
or tall green fen vegetation (places with sedges, water mint and other 
wetland plants).  Ponds and non linear wetlands can also be good (mink 
tend to get to these less often), as are spring fed streams such as chalk 
streams. Water voles can either create nests in tall vegetation, or can 
burrow into muddy banks of rivers if they are not too gravelly. Water 
voles may use patches of evergreen rush, as well as scrub in winter. 
 
Many of the text books cite ditches as  being the best habitat for water 
voles. Where there is no other wetland, habitat look in your ditches, but 
often these are not the best habitat for them.  
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What is harmful to water voles? 
 

 Heavy grazing or poaching by animals 

(particularly sheep or horses) 

 Intensive cutting / de-slubbing of ditches 

 Laying slubbings and cut vegetation close 

to  river or ditch banks (it can smother 

their burrows) 

 Running heavy plant within 2m of the  

edge of a watercourse (it can collapse 

burrows) 

 Draining land (it dries out their habitat) 

 Non-native predators (American mink, 

rats, cats etc.) 

 Over abstraction of water 

 Indiscriminate pest control (particularly 

of rats) – See ‘Rat control and water voles’ leaflet for details 

 Carrying out heavy work on wetland areas in mid winter or in early breeding season (Feb-April) 

when water voles are vulnerable.  

 Damage or destruction of wetland habitats such as ponds and fens. 

 Concreting and development  

 Flooding caused by over drainage of land or urban surface water run off 

© Environment Agency© Environment AgencyHeavy poaching of river banks can destroy water vole habitat  
© Environment Agency 

 

What is the best time of year to carry out work for water voles? 
 

Water voles don’t hibernate but are less active 
and more vulnerable in winter and early 
spring.  
 
The best time of year to carry out 
management to minimise the impact on water 
voles is October when water vole populations 
are still high. Vegetation in watercourses has 
time to recover before it gets cold, leaving 
shelter and food for water voles overwinter. If 
you are creating new wetland habitat then  
August—October is the best time. 

 

In limited cases, carrying out work just before 
breeding starts in early February may be 
preferable, as female water voles will not 
vacate burrows once they have young in them. 

Water Voles are often bigger than people think, and  
can be easily confused with rats © F Southgate 
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What can I do to help water voles?  

1) Reduce Grazing in Core Areas 

 

If possible, create pockets of land or ‘sanctuary’ areas 
which are un-poached and low-grazed — particularly 
in winter when vegetation is scarce. Heavy livestock 
poaching removes vegetation, collapses vole tunnels 
and compacts soil. Removal of vegetation from ditch 
and river banks reduces water vole food and cover 
and makes it easier for predators (such as mink) to 
find them. Water voles often disappear with  
intensive sheep grazing. Strachan and Jefferies 
(1993). Creating a cattle drink can help reduce 
grazing pressure on river banks.  
 
2) Temporarily Fence to Create Wetland Corridors 
 

Streams, rivers, ditches and other ponds provide a good network of wetland corridors for water 
voles. Temporary fencing (e.g. electric fencing) placed 2 m or more from the waters edge helps to 
reduce seasonal grazing pressure on riverside plants and burrows. Temporarily fenced areas 
enhance links between wetland habitats and encourage water vole populations to colonise new 
areas, whilst enabling you to graze these areas once fencing is removed.  

 
3) Reduce Unnecessary Land Drainage 
 

It is estimated that between 60 & 80% of Sussex 
wetlands were drained between 1960 and 1980 
(Wildlife Trusts). In watercourses where water levels 
were maintained through summer, water vole 
occupancy rose by nearly 80%. If you have land which 
is less valuable for farming, allow it to lay wetter for 
longer periods.  Creating areas of seasonal or 
permanent pooled or ponded water also helps.  
 

 
4) Create Ponds 

 

Ponds of all shapes and sizes are good for 
wildlife. A pond is anything from 1 metres 
square upwards of open water.  
 
Often smaller ponds are better for 
wildlife than large ones, particularly if 
they have varied depths of water, sinuous 
edges and lots of bankside wetland plant 
cover. See our ‘Pond creation for 
landowners leaflet’ on the Sussex 
Wildlife Trust website.  
 

© Tim Bernhard© Tim Bernhard

Fenced bankside allowing stock access to water  
© T Bernhard 

A hole inside the bank of a pond. A safe haven for 
a Water Vole  © D Green 
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5)  Manage watercourses and ditches sympathetically 
 

Here are some tips for more wildlife friendly ditch management:- 
 

 Never clear all your ditches or 
watercourses of vegetation or silt at once. 

 Try (as a maximum) to cut vegetation on a  

 two year rotation – leaving one side  

 uncut every year. Longer cutting rotations 
are fine too.  

 Experiment with different types of 
vegetation cuts which leave  patches of 
plants for water voles. 

 Try not to desilt or regrade banksides too 
frequently, and never de-silt all in one year.  

 Create junction ponds, online bays, 2 stage 
channels and backwaters. These leave 
refuge areas for water voles, and allow you 
to manage ditches and watercourses 
without damaging all available water vole 
habitat.  

 
6)  Re-create and restore wet habitats 
 

Where there are wetlands, there are more chances of attracting water voles. If you have a network 
of wetland patches across your land, then that’s even better. Simple things such as ponds and small 
marshy areas are some of the most valuable and easy to create wetlands for water voles. Things 
you can do include: 
 

 Create wader scrapes to provide habitat for 
breeding wading birds and water voles  

 Retain some areas of rush & tussock sedge 
to create winter refuges for water voles  

 Keep water levels high in one or two areas 
in summer to encourage wetland plants  

 Allow seasonal wetting of fields 

 Create reedbeds and areas of fen or allow 
them to extend and expand naturally. Taller 
wetland vegetation provides flood refuge 
for water voles 

 Extend hedges and shaws into the edge of 
the floodplain and/or across field corners 

 Investigate the potential for larger scale river and wetland restoration on your land. Ask us for 
free advice 

 Join a Countryside Stewardship Scheme and see what wetland options are available. 

       
NOTE: You may need Environment Agency or planning permission for large ponds, and     
earthworks in floodplains and within 8m of a main watercourse.  

A ditch with vegetation cut in-channel to allow water flow but 
bankside vegetation is left to grow for water voles © F Southgate 

A backwater ditch created as a refuge for water voles  
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7)  Control Mink on Your Land 
 

American mink (a non native species) are one of the main 
predators of water voles. Water vole populations can 
recover more easily if mink are strategically controlled 
through the use of rafts and traps. Trapping pressure from 
landowners at key times of year (breeding and dispersal) 
can help reduce mink populations locally.  
 
Concentrate on key mink migration routes through your 
land. The legal way to control mink is by trapping and 
shooting with a licensed gun. Traps must be checked 
every day but rafts with clay pads can be used to check for 
mink presence before trapping. See the Game and 
Wildlife Conservation Trust for more details. (Permission 
from the Environment Agency Land Drainage department 
may be needed for rafts).  
 
See our Guidance on mink control for water vole 
conservation at www.sussexwildlifetrusts.org.uk .  
 
 
8)  Encourage Otters 
 

Where otters return, American mink populations can be reduced by up to 50%. See our ‘Managing 
land to benefit otters’ leaflet for more details.  There may be ten mink or more living in an otter sized 
territory so this can significantly help reduce mink predation.  
 

A mink raft in situ on a mink migration route 

© F Southgate 

Otter © S Bray 
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Funding 
 

Many wetland works can be completed cheaply and 
easily during routine farm maintenance, or they can 
be funded under Countryside Stewardship grant 
schemes. Free advice is also available from Sussex 
Wildlife Trust. Local Councils, Wildlife Trusts and 
organisations such as the South Downs National Park 
Authority may also be able to provide small grants  or 
volunteer teams to do water vole work or surveys.  
 

Water Vole eating it’s winter food © D Green 

Legal protection & Licencing 
 

From April 2008, under Section 9 of the Wildlife and 
Countryside Act, the water vole was fully protected 
by UK law. This legal protection prohibits the 
intentional or accidental killing, taking or injury, 
possession or sale of water voles.   
 
Where it is likely that water voles are present (Arun 
& W Rother, Chichester Coastal plain, Pett, Rye & 
Brede in Sussex), landowners must take reasonable 
steps to ensure that no water voles or their burrows 
are disturbed or damaged during routine or new 
maintenance or management. Natural England 
(Defra) may require proof that you made efforts to 
discover if you have water voles prior to starting 
work, and proof that you manage your land 
appropriately if water voles are present.  
 
Some work (i.e. landform alterations, particularly 
with heavy plant) can be particularly damaging to 
water voles. Regular mowing of watercourses, if 
done sensitively is not a problem. Countryside 
Stewardship schemes can help cover management 
costs by  including measures to benefit water voles. 
 
You may need to apply for a General licence or a Class licence from Defra for work to disturb water 
vole habitat. The licence type will depend on the scale of work involved, the likely disturbance to 
water voles, and the level of skill needed to secure the welfare of water voles. See www.gov.uk/
government/collections/general-licences-for-wildlife-management for more details.  However, in 
some cases, an experienced local advisor can help you to obtain a ‘licence exemption’ which 
enables you to carry out sensitive maintenance works at appropriate times of year.  If you believe 
that you will be damaging any water vole habitat, it is recommended that you offer to create a 
compensatory area of habitat of similar value in its stead.  New Guidance on water vole mitigation 
can be found at www.mammal.org.uk/position_statements (2016). 

Intensive clearance of watercourses with heavy  
machinery can decimate water vole populations.  

A Sussex chalk stream provides good habitat for  
water voles © F Southgate 



Managing Land For Water Voles 

Contacts 

References & Further Reading 

Copyright Sussex Wildlife Trust March 2013 
All information contained within Sussex Wildlife Trust factsheets is to the best of our knowledge 
true and accurate at the time of printing. The Sussex Wildlife Trust will not accept any  
responsibility or liability for any losses or damage resulting from the advice given.  
Registered Charity No. 207005. Registered in England. Company Number 698851 

Sussex wetlands project promotes the sustainable management of rivers and the restoration of wetland habitats for people and wildlife 

Sussex Wildlife Trust (Wetlands Project) 
www.sussexwildlifetrust.org.uk 

01273 497555 
 

Environment Agency 
Fisheries & Biodiversity or Land Drainage teams 

03708 506506 
www.environment-agency.gov.uk 

 

Sussex Biodiversity Records Centre 
01273 492630  

www.sxbrc.org.uk 

Wildcall Wildlife Advice Line 
01273 494777 

 

Natural England  
0845 600 3078 

enquiries.southeast@naturalengland.org.uk 
 

Defra licencing 
www.gov.uk/government/collections/general-

licences-for-wildlife-management  

 
 Water vole mitigation handbook (Mammal Society Guidance Series). 2016.  
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