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1.0 INTRODUCTION   

 

 

1.1 Planning consent has been granted by both Swale Borough Council and the 

Environment Agency to construct a sea wall along with associated land levelling 

from inert clay, subsoils and stone.  A Waste Recovery Permit is now being sought 

from the Environment Agency. 

 

1.2 The site is located north – west of Leysdown and south – east of Warden. It is an 

area of broadly level ground1 with extensive foreign materials comprising the soil, 

at an altitude of approximately 0 – 5 metres OD. The habitat currently consists of 

an area of rough grassland which is regularly cut, albeit that there are one or two 

quite extensive areas where dredgings from the adjacent dyke had been placed 

and which were barely colonised by vegetation. The survey site is bordered by the 

top of the beach to the east, by a brackish fleet to the west, beyond which is a 

caravan park, dominated by mown grassland, that also extends to the south – east. 

It is separated from the caravan park and Warden by a high seawall, inside which 

at the northern half of the site, and outside the survey area the fleet is connected 

to the sea by a sluice so that the water is brackish.  The survey area is separated 

from the sea by a high shingle bank which grades down into a shingle beach; the 

bank is within the survey area, but the beach is not. The site is composed of 

grassland and is currently heavily used by local residents as means of a short cut 

from Warden Bay to Leysdown as well as by dog walkers. 

 

1.3 The site immediately adjoins the Sheppey Cliffs and Foreshore Site of Special 

Scientific Interest2 which is located c. 10 metres north, but no part of it is in the 

SSSI. About 1.5 kms to the south is part of the edge of the Swale SSSI which is 

also a Special Protection Area3 and a RAMSAR site4. The Swale National Nature 

Reserve5, which is also part of the Swale SSSI, is located approximately three 

kilometres south of the survey site. 

 
1 It appears to have originally been saltmarsh (http://webapps.kent.gov.uk/KCC. 
KLIS.Web.Sites.Public/ViewMap.aspx) but has been extensively altered over the years, particularly following the 
1953 floods when it was damaged by the seawall works (Anon, verb. comm.). 
2 Hereafter referred to as ‘SSSI’. SSSIs are protected by the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 to conserve their 
wildlife or geology. 
3 Hereafter ‘SPA’. SPAs are strictly protected sites classified in accordance with the European Union’s Birds 
Directive and protect rare and vulnerable birds and regularly - occurring migratory species. 
4 A Ramsar Site is a wetland site designated as being of international importance under the Ramsar Convention 
which came into force in 1975 under the auspices of UNESCO. 
5 Hereafter ‘NNR’. 

http://webapps.kent.gov.uk/KCC.%20KLIS.Web.Sites.Public/ViewMap.aspx
http://webapps.kent.gov.uk/KCC.%20KLIS.Web.Sites.Public/ViewMap.aspx
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1.4 The proposed development site / survey site boundary is only on the seaward side 

of the seawall embankment, the position of which is shown in Figure 1, and consists 

of the two areas of land marked ‘Area A’ and ‘Area B’, the position of which is shown 

in Figure 1. 

 

1.5 The site has been the subject of two previous ecological reports   in August 2011 

and April 2018 which both covered the development area: no water voles were 

recorded on either occasion. 

 

1.6 As part of the consent process the EA generated a Nature and Heritage 

Conservation screening report6 which detailed the occurrence of protected species 

that must be considered in the application. In this case, the presence of water vole7 

was highlighted within up to 250 metres of the proposed site of works. As a result, 

this report was commissioned. 

 

2.0 METHOD 

 

2.1 A site visit was made on 13th November 2019 for a period of three and a half hours. 

Despite the lateness of the season, a water vole survey looking for signs of the 

type described by Strachan and Moorhouse (2006) was carried out8. The survey 

area included areas A and B of Figure 1: 

 

• Area A consisted of a level area of mown grassland between the beach and 

the base of the seawall, with one or two deposits of rubble and / or clay. 

There was a dyke in the western side, just below the counter wall. The dyke 

measured approximately 4 - 5 metres in width and was flanked by 

halophytic plants of which sea club  rush9 was dominant. There was access 

over it above a culvert through which the dyke flowed in the middle of the 

eastern border. 

• Area B also consisted of a level area of mown grassland between the beach 

and the base of the seawall, with access via a gate and a culvert over the 

dyke in the southern corner. There were no dykes in this area. 

 
6 Reference no. SR2015 No 39. 
7 Arvicola amphibius 
8 As has previously been done and reported in Newcombe (20112; 2018). These reports included water vole 
survey in June and April respectively. No water voles were recorded in the survey area on either occasion. 
9 Bolboschoenus maritimus. 
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• The dykes on the inland side of the seawall were also subject to survey. 

They also contained sea club rush, but also considerable areas of 

reedmace10 and even a small area of willow11 scrub. These dykes were 

generally narrower, being between 2 – 3 metres in width. 

• In addition, the water vole records were requested from the Kent and 

Medway Biological Records Centre12. 

 

3.0 RESULTS 

 

3.1 No evidence of water vole was found in any of the dykes which were examined. 

 

3.2 The KMBRC records showed the following six results: 

• Water voles were recorded as follows: 

o TR02367129. November 2001. No location given. 

o TR0270. 1997.  ’Ditches, Isle of Sheppey.’ 

o TR0271. 1997.  ’Ditches, Isle of Sheppey.’ 

o TR0370. 1997. ’Ditches, Isle of Sheppey.’ 

o TR07F . 1975 and 2005. One of these without location, the other with 

locality as ‘Leysdown’. 

 

4.0 DISCUSSION 

 

4.1 Water voles have declined considerably during the past 25 years13 The absence of 

any water vole field signs anywhere either in the dyke in Area A, or the landward 

dykes in Area B, was not surprising. The time of the visit was outside the normal 

water vole survey period of April to the end of September when the animals are 

most active14, although some water vole field signs can still be found during 

winter15.  

 

4.2 The same applies to area B, where there are no dykes, so naturally no field signs 

of water voles would be expected. The landward dyke here was the one which the 

culvert passes through, and again there were no signs of water vole presence, even 

though this is probably the best dyke in terms of water vole habitat in the whole 

area. 

 
10 Typha spp. 
11 Salix sp. 
12 Hereafter ‘KMBRC’. 
13 The Mammal Society, 2018. 
14 Bennett et al, 2005. 
15 Personal observation. 



LITTLE GROVES WATER VOLES PAGE 5 

 

 

4.3 In area A, the dyke is connected to the sea by an outfall and at the time of the visit 

the tide was out and gradually rose up the beach, with the consequence that the 

level of the dyke rose as well when the water could no longer escape through the 

outfall; the dyke is known to be saline, as might be expected, as it not only has 

actively regenerating sea club – rush16 but has also been known in the past to have 

flounders17 in it, which is indicative of a link with the sea by means of the outfall 

which would allow the denser seawater18 to access the dyke throughout the year. 

 

4.4 Water voles will sometimes live in brackish water, but this is rare19.Observation has 

shown that they may extensively feed in such areas on sea club rush and sea couch, 

both of which were present in and around the dyke, but neither of which showed 

any signs of having been grazed20. 

 

4.5 The various biological records were not any more helpful; 

• The ones for TR02367129, and TR0370 are clearly outside the survey area. 

• Only a small part of the survey area is found in Ordnance Survey square 

TR0270; it is part of area B where there are no dykes on the seaward side 

of the counter wall where works are to take place.   

• The record for TR0271 and the two records for TR07F all include the two 

survey areas. However, they are both old, and given the difference in 

character between the inland dykes and the dyke in Area A, the latter seems 

very unlikely to be the source of the record.  

• Even the record in the EA report does not help. It is listed as being from 

TR0288170787 with a 250-metre buffer, but with no date for the record. 

The grid reference therefore puts this record well inland of the counter wall, 

in a car park at Little Groves caravan site. Allowing for the 250 metres 

buffer, this potentially puts the record into area B, but does allow it to fall 

within the inland dykes where there are to be no works. 

 

4.6 So, what to make of the possibility of water voles being within the proposed 

development area? The only possible candidate is the dyke in area A, since all the 

 
16 Sea club rush is known to grow most vigorously in the presence of sodium chloride; the higher the 
concentration the better (Mercado et al, 1971). The fact that observation showed the whole of the dyke to have 
sea club rush plants of the same height without stunting throughout suggests that saltwater is still penetrating 
via the sluice into the dyke. 
17 Platichthys flesus. Flounders are euryhaline and thus well known for their ability to live in brackish water(Davies 
et al, 2004.). 
18 The water by the outfall was sampled with a salinity metre and found to contain slightly more than 1% sodium 
chloride at the surface within 5 metres of the sluice. 
19 Strachan and Moorhouse, 2006. 
20 Elymus athericus. 
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proposed works are being carried out on the outside of the seawall; but no water 

voles have been found. Even within the proposed works area, there is to be a 10-

metre stand – off from the dyke21 which would negate any disturbance if water 

voles were present22 and is also well above the distance given to avoid disturbance 

in Dean et al (2016). 

 

4.7 However, the proposed developer intends to carry out the works near to the dyke 

in the period of October to April, so as to minimise any disturbance to all wildlife in 

the dyke. In addition, the developer is willing to prepare a programme of habitat 

management to mitigate potential risks and impact to the dyke habitat and improve 

the dyke – side habitat corridor in the long – term.   

 

4.8 In summary, the records, and previous reports, all suggest that water voles are 

absent from the proposed development site, and that there is therefore no impact.  
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21 A. Presnell verb comm. 
22 In accordance with https://www.gov.uk/guidance/water-voles-protection-surveys-and-licences 



LITTLE GROVES WATER VOLES PAGE 7 

 

 

Figure 1: THE SURVEY AREA. 

 

 

Figure 2: A VIEW OF THE DYKE IN AREA A. 

 


