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Project Summary

Gloucestershire Wildlife Trust’s Water Voles on the Cotswold Rivers Project is an ambitious landscape-scale project, designed to ensure the recovery of water vole populations throughout a wide region of Gloucestershire.  Through a programme of surveying, habitat restoration and recreation and mink control we will halt the decline of water vole numbers and provide ideal conditions for water voles to thrive.  Restoring healthy river systems will also benefit a number of other species including otters, white clawed crayfish, water shrew, kingfishers, barn owls and dippers.  This project has been designed following the recommendations of our 2009 pilot project which surveyed the project area for water voles and established contact with relevant landowners.  
Gloucestershire Wildlife Trust Background and Introduction

Gloucestershire Wildlife Trust (registered charity number 232580) is the county’s leading conservation organisation.  Our vision is for a Gloucestershire richer in wildlife that is understood, valued and cared for by everyone living here.  We achieve this by:

· Taking action for wildlife species and habitats to protect them for the future

· Researching, surveying and collating data on the county’s habitats and species in order to influence decision-making and to inform effective countryside management

· Involving others in our work so that the people and organisations of the county can play a full role in safeguarding its natural assets

· Engaging with communities throughout Gloucestershire to provide a programme of education and support to increase skills and knowledge

We manage more than 60 nature reserves, covering 2,500 acres of Gloucestershire.  Every year we run a programme of over 200 events to pass on wildlife identification and conservation skills and promote enjoyment of our county’s wild places.   
Gloucestershire’s Declining Water Vole Population - The Need for Action
The water vole (Arvicola amphibius) is the UK’s fastest declining mammal, and a Biodiversity Action Plan (BAP) priority species both nationally and in Gloucestershire.  Surveys show water vole populations in the county have declined by over 80% in the past 25 years, which mirrors their decline nationally.  They have already vanished from entire river systems in Gloucestershire and in the Cotswolds they are in real trouble.  

Over the past year we have undertaken surveys on the Cotswold River systems to identify extant water vole populations.  These surveys confirm that surviving water vole populations are very small and isolated with none at the Minimum Viable Population level.  This means that each population is at high risk of local extinction through habitat loss and mink predation, and has underlined the need for swift and appropriate action to safeguard their future.  With no action, we expect that the Cotswold Rivers will lose their water vole populations within 10 years.  

The reasons for the dramatic decline include:

· Habitat loss and unsympathetic management of riverside habitats - water voles require vegetation along watercourses to provide both food and shelter.  River engineering, bank reinforcement, modern farming techniques and livestock grazing can destroy these essential habitats

· Predation by American Mink - mink are extremely effective predators of water voles since they are small enough to fit into water vole burrows.  A female mink may eat up to 100 water voles in a single season

· Fragmented populations - with populations currently unable to expand and merge due to unsuitable linking habitat each colony is more vulnerable to extinction 
Water Voles on the Cotswold Rivers Project – The Solution

Our Cotswold Rivers Water Vole Officer will work throughout the catchments of the Rivers Churn, Windrush and Coln in the Cotswolds, where fragmented populations of water voles are known to exist.  Initially he will target eight sites with the potential to provide habitat suitable for sustaining Minimum Viable Populations of water voles, as recommended by the pilot project.  He will undertake appropriate riverbank management to protect, improve and create suitable habitat for water voles.  This will lead to the creation of 8 stretches of at least 2 kilometres of good quality habitat.  Planned activities include fencing watercourses to encourage vegetation growth along banks, installing coir rolls and willow faggots to improve the structure of the river banks, clearing over-shading branches and protecting banks from trampling by livestock which can damage water voles burrows.  
Habitat will be restored and recreated alongside known water vole populations to improve their chances of survival and to link vulnerable, isolated colonies.   Our Water Vole Officer will also improve other water features in the project area, including ditch re-profiling and pond creation, in order to provide supplementary habitat for water voles to colonise.  
In addition to habitat management, our Water Vole Officer will coordinate a programme of targeted mink control, which is crucial to successful water vole conservation.  He will provide advice and support to landowners on managing land for water voles and will also recruit and train volunteers to carry out a programme of survey and monitoring of the remaining watercourses in the Cotswold Rivers project area.  This will complete the baseline data for the current state of water voles, and enable us to measure the effectiveness of this project over time.

Outcomes

The Water Voles on the Cotswold Rivers Project will 
· Establish continuous quality habitat capable of supporting thriving water vole populations along a minimum of 16km (8 x 2km stretches) of Cotswold Rivers.  This will link fragmented water vole populations and increase their chances of survival 

· Complete the survey of watercourses in the project area and provide all findings to the Gloucestershire Centre for Environmental Records for digitisation -  this information will be available through to planners which will afford water voles additional protection

· Work to maintain all extant water vole populations within the project areas – sites currently supporting water vole populations have already been identified and these will be targeted to ensure that landowners continue to manage this land effectively 
· Control mink numbers in order to minimise the impact of mink on water voles 
· Increase understanding by land-owners of water vole-friendly land management, to improve the likelihood of suitable future land management
· Recruit and train volunteers to assist with practical conservation tasks, and to monitor restored water vole populations on an ongoing basis.

We have secured funding to cover the salary costs of our Water Vole Officer for 4 years.   We are now seeking funding for specific, practical habitat improvement works at Sherborne Water Meadows, to contribute to the targets set out above.  This location is cited in the national Water Vole Handbook as a prime example of ideal water vole habitat.  However, changes in water levels have adversely affected water vole populations and it the habitat has not been maintained.  We now have the opportunity to restore and recreate this crucial habitat, and return water levels to historical levels to create habitat capable of sustaining water voles once again.  This will make a real difference to the survival chances of local water vole populations.  
Breakdown of Cost

Gloucestershire Wildlife Trust is committed to providing staff and volunteer time to undertake the scrub clearance, meaning we need to raise an additional £21,442 in order to complete this project.

Benefits of Sponsorship Towards Habitat Improvements at Sherborne Water Meadows
· Features in the Trust’s magazine in recognition of  support,(readership approximately 26,000  including members & their families, doctors & dentists surgeries, media politicians & companies)
· Involvement and association with a countywide major volunteer enterprise in partnership with Gloucestershire Wildlife Trust

· Company logo on all project materials 
· Distribution of corporate information on materials
· Recognition of support in our Annual Review, website and ezines (circa 7000 per month)
· Use of the Trust logo in your own communications.  
· PR recognition to announce support

If you would like any additional information about our proposed project to support the habitat improvements at Sherborne Water Meadows, or any other aspect of Gloucestershire Wildlife Trust’s work, please do not hesitate to contact me lynn.toon@gloucestershirewildlifetrust or call 01452 383333 and I will be delighted to help.  
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