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1

Otter & Water Vole Technical Report

1.1

Summary

1.1.1

This report details methods and results of otter (Lutra lutra) and water vole
(Arvicola amphibious) surveys carried out in relation to a 132 kilovolts (kV) power
line to connect a wind farm at Brechfa Forest, Carmarthenshire to a suitable grid
connection point near Llandyfaelog, south of Carmarthen – the ‘Proposed
Development’.

1.1.2

Potential otter and water vole habitat was identified during Phase 1 Habitat
surveys of the proposed development route carried out in 2013 and 2014.

1.1.3

Detailed otter and water vole surveys were conducted on watercourses where
open-cut methods were to be used and where significant riparian habitat
management is required.

1.1.4

No records of water vole were identified in the background data search.

1.1.5

No evidence of water vole was recorded during the detailed surveys.

1.1.6

Otter records were identified in the background data search on the River Towy and
River Gwili in addition to scattered records for some of the smaller watercourses
that fell within the 2km search area.

1.1.7

Otter field signs were observed at all watercourses surveyed with the exception of
sites 2, 10 and 11, although signs were found close to site 10.
recorded included spraint, footprints, paths and a single couch.
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1.2

Methodology
Objectives

1.2.1

The objectives of the otter and water vole surveys were to:


Identify potential habitat suitable for otter and water vole along the proposed
overhead line route.



Record field signs of otter and water vole within areas where potential
disturbance may take place as a result of the Proposed Development.

Background Data Search
1.2.2

A detailed background data search was undertaken and records were obtained
from the Carmarthenshire County Records Centre for all species and designated
sites including records of otter and water vole. Records were requested from
within 2km of the route alignment options and redefined when there was a
preferred route alignment. Records returned included field observations of live
otters, deceased otters on roads and historic breeding sites.
Survey Teams and Survey Times

1.2.3

Surveys were undertaken by experienced otter and water vole surveyors from
RSK.

1.2.4

Surveys undertaken comprised:


Phase 1 Habitat surveys which included an assessment of potential otter and
water vole habitat that crosses the proposed route (2013 and 2014).


1.2.5

Detailed otter and water vole surveys at specific locations.

Full details of the methods used for the surveys are provided below.
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Otter Habitat Assessment
1.2.6

Detailed Phase 1 habitat surveys were carried out along the proposed route in
2013 and 2014. The extent of the overhead line route can be observed in Figure
1. Areas of potential habitat for otter were identified during these surveys. The
following factors were considered when undertaking the assessment of potential
habitat suitability for otters:


Water quality. The main factor in the decline of otter populations is believed to
be organochlorine pesticides in the watercourses.



Vegetation. The level of shading and cover on the banks and water-margins
may affect the likelihood of otters using an area.



Food sources. Otters feed on a variety of prey species, in particular however
they feed on fish.

Fish species depend on a variety of river habitats for

different life-stages such as spawning, fry survival and juvenile and adult
habitat. Otters require a food-source all year round.


Management.

Management of watercourses (dredging, bank clearance,

mowing etc.) and levels of disturbance (in particular if cover is not available for
otters to by-pass sources of disturbance, either by swimming under water or
travelling overland) are all factors which might modify how otters utilise the
habitat.
Detailed Otter Survey
1.2.7

Detailed otter surveys were undertaken during September and October 2014 by
Jan Skuriat and Thomas Coyne of RSK Environment.

Both are experienced

ecologists and members of CIEEM. Detailed otter surveys were conducted on any
watercourses crossed by the proposed route where cables are to be laid
underground or where the overhead line would be crossing significant riparian
corridors (identified during the Phase 1 habitat surveys) which would result in loss
of some mature trees (potential otter holt and couch habitat) or potentially
significant disturbance to otters.
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1.2.8

The detailed otter surveys involved a systematic search of 100m upstream and
downstream from the point where the proposed route crosses the watercourse,
recording any field signs encountered. Field signs include spraints (droppings),
footprints, slides, paths, feeding evidence, holts (underground resting places) or
couches (temporary resting places).
Water Vole Habitat Assessment

1.2.9

All watercourses crossed by the proposed route were assessed for their potential
to support water vole during the Phase 1 Habitat Survey in 2012 and 2013. The
following factors were considered when undertaking the assessment.


Water quality. Some pollutants may negatively affect Water Voles. However,
they sometimes use places where the water quality is extremely poor.



Water-level regime. Water voles are susceptible to fluctuating water levels,
particularly if there are no refuge areas. Water speed may also be a factor.



Channel dimensions. Water voles prefer (but are not exclusive to) channels
less than 3m wide, with the banks around 45˚ and slow-flowing water less than
1m deep.



Bank material. Water voles burrow into the banks, and therefore the bank
material will influence how suitable a site is for Water Voles. Engineering such
as concrete or metal bank-reinforcements will reduce the suitability of the
habitat.



Vegetation. The level of shading and cover on the banks and water-margins
may affect the likelihood of water vole using an area.

Less shaded

watercourses with good vegetation cover on the banks are typically more
favoured.


Food sources. Water voles are mostly vegetarian and often large plants make
up the bulk of their diet. They require a food-source all year round.



Predation and Competition.

American mink (Mustela vison) predation is
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probably the biggest threat to Water Voles. Domestic cat (Felis catus) and
brown rat (Rattus norvegicus) can also affect populations.

Terrestrial

predators can also predate water voles, particularly if water levels are low;
enabling predators to enter water voles burrows, for example stoats (Mustela
erminea) and weasels (Mustela nivalis).


Management.

Management of watercourses (dredging, bank clearance,

mowing etc.) and livestock, which can cause poaching and destroy burrows,
are all factors which might modify the habitat and reduce the suitability for
water voles.
Detailed Water Vole Survey
1.2.10

Detailed water vole surveys were undertaken during October 2014 by Jan Skuriat
and Thomas Coyne. Detailed water vole surveys were conducted at locations
where cables are to be laid underground or where the overhead line would be
crossing significant riparian corridors (identified during the Phase 1 habitat
surveys) which would result in loss of some mature trees and therefore potentially
disturb water vole.

1.2.11

The water vole surveys involved a systematic search 100m up and downstream of
the proposed crossing point, recording any field signs encountered. Field signs
include feeding evidence, latrines, burrows, footprints, runs and actual sightings.
The surveys were carried out when Water Voles would be actively maintaining
their territories and so more signs are likely to be present in areas used by water
vole.

1.3

Results
Otter Background Data Search

1.3.1

There are desktop records of otters from the River Gwili and the River Towy.
There are also scattered records for some of the smaller watercourses within the
2km search area surrounding the cable route (Figure 2). In addition, otters were
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observed by RSK employees on the River Towy during the winter bird surveys.
Otter Survey Results
1.3.2

The rivers and surrounding riparian vegetation crossed by the Proposed
Development provide excellent habitat for otters. The majority of watercourses
appear to be of good water quality although this could only be confirmed by
specific testing. Riparian habitat including broadleaf and coniferous forest and
scrub all hold potential for otter holts and couches. Otter field signs were present
at the majority of sites that were surveyed. No field signs were recorded at Site 2
and Site 11. Details of field signs recorded at each site are provided in Table 1
and Figure 3.
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Table 1 – Otter survey results
Site
Name

Details of Otter signs present

Site 1

Otter Note 1 – Potential otter couch with degraded spraint in entrance.

Site 2

No signs of otter present.

Site 3

Otter Note 1 – Highly degraded otter spraint on boulder under bridge.

Site 4

Otter Note 1 – Otter footprints recorded in marginal mud.

Site 5

Otter Note 1 – Otter spraint and pathway formed in vegetation.
Otter Note 2 – Otter spraint.
Otter Note 3 – Otter spraint.

Site 6

Otter Note 1 – Footprint in marginal mud.
Otter Note 2 – Potential otter pathway.

Site 7

Otter Note 1 – 5 Otter spraint under road bridge.

Site 8

Otter Note 1 – Otter footprint in the soft mud at the margins of the river.
Otter Note 2 – Otter spraint on boulder within the river channel.

Site 9

Otter Note 1- Otter spraint on boulder on main river channel.
Otter Note 2 – Otter spraint on boulder on main river channel.

Site 10

Otter Note 1 – Otter spraint on gravel bar within river channel.
Otter Note 2 – Otter anal jelly on boulder within river channel.

Site 11

No signs of otter present.

Water Vole Background Data Search
1.3.3

Water voles have been recorded from the River Towy valley, but no records were
identified during the desktop data search from within the 2km search area
surrounding the proposed route.
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Water Vole Survey Results
1.3.4

Potential habitat for water vole was identified during the Phase 1 Habitat survey
although the majority of watercourses crossed by the proposed route were
considered unsuitable or sub-optimal for the species due to unsuitable bank side
materials (boulder and bedrock) and channel dimensions. No signs of water vole
were recorded during any of the detailed surveys indicating the species is absent
from the sites surveyed along the proposed route.

1.4
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