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1 SUMMARY 

This report presents the findings of an updated survey for water voles (Arvicola terrestris) and 

assessment of their habitat at Aldhurst Farm, Leiston, Suffolk, where new habitat creation is 

proposed to mitigate for the potential loss of habitat at the Sizewell Marshes Site of Special 

Scientific Interest (SSSI), as a result of proposed development of Sizewell C.  

The survey work on 16 April 2014 comprised of searching the ditches and other wetland 

habitats at Aldhurst Farm to identify all evidence of water vole activity, following recognised 

survey methodologies. Three ditches (ditches 1, 2 and 3) indicated on Figure 1, showed signs of 

water vole activity, and were found to have good habitat suitability for water voles. These 

findings support those of pervious water vole surveys and habitat assessments carried out at 

Aldhurst Farm in 2010 (AMEC 2010). 

 

2 INTRODUCTION 

EDF Energy/NNB GenCo (hereafter referred to as NNB) is to submit an application for a 

Development Consent Order (DCO) to construct and operate a new nuclear power station, 

Sizewell C, near the town of Leiston in Suffolk. The proposal site lies within an area of high 

landscape and ecological sensitivity, within an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) and 

adjacent to the Minsmere to Walberswick Heaths and Marshes Special Area of Conservation 

(SAC), the Sandlings Special Protection Area (SPA) and the Outer Thames Estuary SPA. A 

small part lies within the Sizewell Marshes Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI). 

Following on from NNB’s Stage 1 Pre-Application Consultation on its initial proposals and 

options for Sizewell C, which ended on 6th February 2013, NNB’s priorities from 2013 have 

been to progress the conceptual engineering design and technical studies relating to the 

development, as well as to undertake essential environmental studies in order to inform this 

conceptual work and support a robust Stage 2 Consultation in due course. A considerable 

amount of ecological survey work has been carried out within and around the proposal site 

since 2007. Further detailed ecological surveys will be needed in support of Stage 2, most of 

which will be undertaken in 2014. 

Previous surveys and habitat assessments of the Sizewell Estate for water voles show that it 

supports a nationally significant water vole population. A small part of the Sizewell C 

development site lies within the Sizewell Marshes SSSI, and is known to support a good 

population of water voles. This species has in recent years been afflicted by a UK wide decline 

in numbers, linked to a loss in habitat and predation by introduced mink (Neovison vison). Since 

1998, the water vole has been included on Schedule 5 of the Wildlife & Countryside Act 1981, 

and it is an offence to destroy any place of shelter or protection for the species.  

To mitigate for the loss of SSSI habitat, new habitat creation is proposed at Aldhurst Farm. 

Hyder Consulting (UK) Ltd were commissioned in 2014 by NNB to update previous water vole 

surveys at Aldhurst Farm.  Aldhurst Farm is situated to the west of the Sizewell Marshes SSSI, 

and comprises approximately 69 hectares of mostly arable farmland. The site was identified as 

having potential for water vole during the estate-wide surveys in 2007 and 2009, with further 

site-specific surveys carried out in 2010.  

The 2014 water vole survey at Aldhurst Farm (see Figure 1 for the survey area) had the specific 

purpose of updating and reassessing the potential of the site for supporting a population of 

water voles, and updating and reassessing the presence and distribution of water voles within 

the watercourses at Aldhurst Farm, so as to inform subsequent habitat creation proposals. 
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2.1 Previous water vole surveys  

Water vole surveys conducted across the entire EDF Sizewell Estate between 2007 and 2010 

(AMEC 2012, Entec 2010a) have provided baseline information which has been built upon by 

the later site specific surveys in 2010 at Aldhurst Farm (Entec 2010b). These earlier surveys 

aimed to assess all suitable habitats within 500 metres of the proposed development, for the 

potential of supporting water voles. These estate-wide surveys and the associated desk study 

indicated a large, widespread and stable water vole population across the EDF Sizewell Estate 

and the wider area, with no evidence of numbers being affected by the national decline. It was 

concluded that the water vole population on the EDF Sizewell Estate was likely to be a part of a 

single meta-population distributed across the wider ditch network.  

Site specific surveys of Aldhurst Farm itself were carried out by Entec in March 2010. A network 

of ditches was identified on site, and divided into five sections (ditches 1-5) for ease of survey 

(see Figure 1). These were then assessed for potential for habitat suitability, and evidence of, 

water vole presence on site. Of the five sections of ditch surveyed during these 2010 surveys, 

four (ditches 1-4) were found suitable for habitation by water vole. Evidence of water vole 

activity was found on the site, with a medium to high density of field signs recorded alongside 

three of the ditches. A total of 15 latrines, 3 feeding stations, two footprints and 25 burrows were 

discovered adjacent to the four suitable ditches. This study, concluded that there was evidence 

of a resident population of water voles at the Aldhurst Farm site, with a medium to high density 

of different field signs recorded from ditches 1, 2 and 3, and these three ditches were 

considered to provide good water vole habitat.  

The Aldhurst Farm ditches were also surveyed by Hyder in October 2013, primarily for evidence 

of otter (Lutra lutra) field signs but also with the intention of recording any with incidental records 

of water vole activity. The branching drain, dry ditch and the drain it fed into, and the area 

around the pond (these locations are indicated by Target Notes 1 to 4 in Figure 2) were all 

considered as areas potentially suitable for water voles. No signs of water voles were recorded; 

however, the main purpose of the survey was to identify signs of otter, and the ditches were not 

searched in detail for signs of water voles.  Therefore a lack of field signs would not indicate that 

water voles were not present during 2013. 

 

3 METHODOLOGY 

The Aldhurst Farm area was resurveyed for signs of water voles and the habitat assessed for its 

potential to support water voles on 16 April 2014, by two experienced ecologists, following 

standard methodologies (Strachan & Moorhouse 2011). This is an appropriate time of year for 

detecting water vole presence, as water voles actively mark their breeding territories with 

latrines between February to November (Strachan & Moorhouse 2011).  

Drains, ditches and streams in the Aldhurst Farm area between Abbey Road and Lovers Lane 

were surveyed on both sides, where access was possible. The ditches, drains and streams 

were divided into five sections (see Figure 3), following the survey divisions established by 

Entec in 2010. The banks and area around the pond in the centre of the site was also surveyed. 

The arable fields around the ditches and streams within a 200m radius, were not intensively 

surveyed, but were assessed for their suitability for water voles.  
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3.1 Water vole activity survey 

The activity survey work comprised of searching the ditches and other wetland habitats at 

Aldhurst Farm (Figure 3) to identify all evidence of water vole activity.  Surveys were carried out 

based on standard methods recommended in the water vole conservation handbook (Strachan 

& Moorhouse 2011).  This involved searching bankside vegetation for: 

• Latrines/droppings – water vole droppings are often concentrated in discreet latrine 

sites near the nest, at range boundaries and places where they regularly enter and exit 

the water.  While most droppings will be deposited in latrines, some may be found 

scattered along runways in vegetation; 

• Feeding stations – feeding remains in the form of neat piles of chewed lengths of 

vegetation, are often found in runways and at haul-out platforms; 

• Burrows - these are typically found along the water’s edge and on top of the bank up to 

5m from the water’s edge.  Holes on top of the banks often have grazed ‘lawns’ around 

them;  

• Nests – Where vegetation cover is dense and the water table is high (limiting 

opportunities for burrowing), water vole nests may be found woven into the base of 

rushes, sedges or grass tussocks; and 

• Footprints – these may be identified in soft mud or silt. 

Survey results were recorded on water vole survey forms. 

3.2 Water vole habitat survey 

For each water course surveyed, the following habitat data was recorded: 

• Bank material; 

• Bordering land use; 

• Vegetation type present and frequency; 

• Bank profile; 

• Approximate depth and relative speed of water. 

A sketch of each water course was made, with any features potentially determining the 

suitability of the ditch and surrounding area for supporting water vole recorded.     

3.3 Survey Limitations 

Due to deep silt, combined with steep banks and dense bankside and in-channel vegetation, it 

was not feasible to search the entire banks of some of the ditches, nor was it possible to enter 

the watercourse and conduct the survey by wading upstream.   
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4 RESULTS 

4.1 Water vole activity 

Evidence of recent water vole activity was found on the Aldhurst Farm site. Water vole field 

signs (in the form of burrows, runs, droppings/latrines and feeding remains) were found in ditch 

sections 1, 2 and 3, with no evidence of any activity on sections 4 and 5. The evidence of water 

vole activity found is summarised in Table 1. A single otter spraint was also found near ditch 3, 

but no obvious holt or lying up site was identified.  

Table 1. Water vole field signs identified at Aldhurst Farm 

Ditch 
reference 

Transect 
length (m) 

 Water vole signs found 
Burrow Path in 

vegetatio
n 

Droppings 
/ latrines 

Cropped 
grass around 
tunnel 

Feeding 
remains 

1 250 17 1 1 2 3 

2 300 10 2 0 0 1 

3 500 5 3 0 0 0 

4 600 0 0 0 0 0 

5 200 0 0 0 0 0 

Total 1,850 32 6 1 2 4 

 

4.2 Habitat suitability 

Ditch sections 1, 2 and 3 were found to have high habitat suitability for water vole presence. 

These water courses were all situated within arable fields, and comprised of moderately wide 

(minimum 1-2 metre) ditches with slow flowing water of up to 1 metre in depth. Abundant 

aquatic vegetation was often present, including a large body of emergent Watercress 

(Nasturtium officinale). All three ditches possessed steep earthen banks, providing suitable 

burrowing habitat for water vole.  Although short grasses dominated, banks were occasionally 

highly vegetated with some tall grasses and ruderal vegetation, such as Common Nettle (Urtica 

dioica) and Great Willowherb (Epilobium hirsutum), as well as occasional bushes and regular 

patches of bankside willows (Salix Sp.). There is therefore significant opportunity for foraging 

and provision of shelter for water voles at the site. However, an upstream section of ditch 3 was 

identified as being less suitable for water vole, due to the presence of overhanging willows 

shading this section of the ditch, and a much shallower water depth.     

Beyond 500 metres upstream of Lover’s Lane (ditches 4-5), the water course was found to be 

heavily shaded with Bramble (Rubus frutiocosus agg.) and shrubs and therefore the channel 

supported little emergent or aquatic vegetation. It was therefore deemed to be sub-optimal for 

supporting water voles.   
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5 CONCLUSIONS 

In terms of habitat suitability, the 2014 surveys are in broad agreement with those of Entec in 

2010 (Entec 2010) with ditches 1, 2 and 3 at Aldhurst Farm having good habitat suitability for 

water voles and ditches 4-5 being sub-optimal. There is no indication that the range of water 

voles increasing since 2010, with fields signs being located in the same areas as those 

recorded by AMEC. 

For field surveys of water voles, latrines are considered to be the best index of population 

abundance (Strachan & Moorhouse 2011). Therefore the low number of latrines found (1), as 

opposed to other field signs, in 2014 compared to 2010 (15), could be indicative of a change in 

population status of water voles at Aldhurst Farm, with a caveat that it is known that water vole 

populations fluctuate seasonally and that the surveys were done four years apart.  Possibilities 

for a change in population abundance include: 

• A succession of wet weather since 2010, which could have flooded burrows and caused 

individuals to drown. 

• The potential presence of mink at the site predating water voles. 

We will consult with Suffolk Wildlife Trust about mink abundance; and suggest surveys using 

mink rafts (with a sand or clay plate to detect mink footprints) positioned along the ditches, to 

highlight if mink presence is the reason for the suspected population decline. We would also 

recommend that a second field survey is carried out in 2014; in early October when vegetation 

may be less dense.  
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FIGURES 

Figure 1: Site specific surveys of Aldhurst Farm itself were carried out by Entec in March 2010. 

Figure 2: Aldhurst Farm otter and water vole survey area 2013. 

Figure 3: Aldhurst Farm water vole survey area and results 2014. 

 

 






















































































































































