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Executive Summary 
• Surveys have been undertaken with the aim of clarifying the magnitude and 

significance of impacts of the Cogges Link Road (CLR) on riparian mammals. 

• An initial riparian mammal survey was carried out during May 2002 which 
provided limited evidence of water vole activity.  The original survey was 
conducted under sub-optimal weather conditions and as such, a second survey 
was recommended. 

• This additional riparian mammal survey was carried out in October 2002.  Signs 
of water vole activity were observed along both of the main channels of the 
River Windrush in the vicinity of the Witney Lakes and Meadows Country Park.  
Otter spraint was observed along both the eastern and western channels of the 
Windrush. 

• Surveys in 2006 provided updated information on riparian mammals and are 
reported for the first time in this document which summarises the findings from 
each of the surveys. 

• As a result of the river crossings the CLR has the potential to result in 
destruction of water vole burrows, and loss and / or severance of territories.  
Mitigation measures will be required to offset impacts.  These measures will 
include habitat creation and / or enhancement to compensate for habitat loss 
and appropriate bridge design to offset potential severance impacts. 

• Assuming appropriate mitigation is carried out, all residual impacts will become 
minor or negligible. 
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1 Introduction 
1.1 Background 

1.1.1 Oxfordshire Highways has commissioned an investigation into the potential 
ecological impacts on protected species and habitats for the proposed Cogges 
Link Road (CLR).  The proposed new road runs south eastwards from the 
roundabout in Witan Way, Witney, then cross the Witney Meadows Country 
Park and the River Windrush.  It then runs parallel to the A40 south of Cogges 
and then immediately east of Cogges the road runs northwards, linking with 
Oxford Hill. 

1.1.2 A detailed water vole survey and restricted search for evidence of otter activity 
was carried out during May 2002 (Babtie Group, 2002a).  This survey provided 
limited evidence of water vole activity within the two channels and the mill 
stream of the Windrush with no direct evidence of otter activity.  This first survey 
was however conducted relatively early in the season and during a period of 
high water flow.  As such a second survey was recommended. 

1.1.3 The second study undertaken in October 2002 (Babtie Group, 2002b) found 
evidence of water vole and otter activity along both of the main channels of the 
Windrush. 

1.1.4 Water vole activity was restricted to the sections of river where the banks were 
steeper and where the canopy was more open allowing dense bank side 
vegetation to establish.  Signs of water vole were encountered at relatively 
infrequent intervals suggesting a low population level within the Windrush.  The 
bank side vegetation is however very dense in places which may have resulted 
in an under-recording of water vole activity. 

1.1.5 Surveys in 2006 were undertaken to provide an update on riparian mammal 
activity for the CLR study area.  This report records the 2006 surveys and 
includes extracts from the 2002 survey report. 
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2 Methodology 
2.1 Desktop Study 

2.1.1 Ecological records for the study area were requested from the Thames Valley 
Environmental Records Centre (TVERC).  These records include details of 
designated sites and protected species within 1km of the site. 

2.2 Riparian Mammal Survey 

2.2.1 The eastern and western channels of the River Windrush between the old mill 
house and the A40 were surveyed thoroughly for evidence of otter and water 
vole activity from within the channels themselves on the 22 June and 25 
September 2006 respectively.  Both banks of each channel were surveyed in 
their entirety. 

2.2.2 As noted from the previous survey (Babtie 2002b) the mill stream associated 
with the Windrush tends to be heavily overgrown with vegetation.  The mill 
stream was not accessible during the October 2002 survey, although the survey 
in May 2002 had surveyed it.  This area was surveyed during the June 2006 
survey, in fulfilment of a recommendation from the previous report.  Access 
proved difficult with approximately 50% of the stream surveyed. 

2.2.3 The surveys followed the standard methodology for water voles as detailed by 
Strachan (2006). Signs of activity in the form of feeding remains, latrine sites 
and burrows were searched for and recorded on standard recording forms.  
Signs of otter activity in the form of footprints, spraints and holts were also 
searched for and noted on the water vole record forms. 
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3 Findings 
 
3.1 Desktop Study 
 
3.1.1 Results of a request for information from TVERC in March 2006 provided 

historical records for water vole from pre-1982 for the eastern channel of the 
River Windrush (SP360091) within Witney Lakes and Meadows Country Park 
and from Cogges Manor Farm in 1975 (SP362095).  Previous surveys carried 
out for the CLR scheme have provided more recent evidence of water vole 
presence.  There were no TVERC records for otter. 

 
3.2 Riparian Mammal Survey 

3.2.1 Results from 2006 surveys confirmed the continued presence of both water 
voles and otters in this part of the Windrush catchment.  In addition the presence 
of mink scats was observed. 

3.2.2 Survey forms showing the details of the findings are presented in Appendix I.  

Eastern Channel of the River Windrush 

3.2.3 Within the eastern channel of the Windrush three water vole latrines, one burrow 
and four feeding remains were observed.  The feeding remains identified that 
water voles had generally been feeding on reed sweet grass Glyceria maxima 
and greater pond sedge Carex riparia.  No otter spraints were observed along 
the channel.  No evidence of an otter holt was observed although the dense 
scrub cover along the concrete drain offers good habitat for a holt. 

Western Channel of the River Windrush 

3.2.4 Along the western channel of the Windrush, three water vole latrines, two 
burrows and three feeding stations were observed.  Additionally a single otter 
spraint was observed under one of the disused railway crossings.  Dense scrub 
between the western channel and the mill stream was investigated but no signs 
of a holt were noted.  This area still provides the potential for the location of a 
holt. 

3.2.5 A potential kingfisher nesting hole was located on the inside bend of the channel 
at SP3590 0875. 

3.2.6 Otter spraint was observed under a disused railway bridge and on top of a mink 
raft.  Mink scats were observed in the same areas. 

Mill Stream 

3.2.7 The stream provided no evidence for water vole presence.  As noted in 3.2.4, 
the scrub between the mill stream and western channel was investigated.  No 
evidence of otter signs or use was observed. 
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3.2.8 A signal crayfish was observed in the channel of the stream. 

3.3 Summary of Results 

3.3.1 No evidence was found for use of the Mill Stream by otters or water voles. 
Although difficulties in accessing the whole course of the stream were 
experienced, the area of primary impact was fully investigated and no evidence 
for signs of water voles, otters or a holt were found. 

3.3.2 Both the east and west channels of the Windrush were being used and almost 
equally favoured by water voles, as assessed by the number of survey signs.  
The western channel was favoured for use by otters, as noted by the findings of 
the September survey. 

3.3.3 Results from the 2002 survey are provided in Appendix II. 
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4 Evaluation 
4.1 Desktop Study 
 

4.1.1 Results of the desktop study show a historical presence of water voles in the 
vicinity of the Windrush.  Lack of historical otter records probably reflects the 
general decrease in populations over the past 50 years.  Their current presence 
reflects the existing upward population trend. 

 
4.2 Riparian Mammal Survey 

4.2.1 As well as confirming the continued presence of water vole and otter, the 2006 
surveys identified the presence of mink in the area.  Water voles are subject to 
the increased risk of localised extinction as a result of predation by the American 
mink (Bright & Carter, 2000).  Their presence may account for the apparent 
decrease in water vole signs since the previous October 2002 survey (Table 1).  
It is understood that Oxford University began a project in 2004 to investigate the 
trapping of mink on the Lower Windrush, installing mink rafts between Witney 
and Standlake.  Table 1 includes signs from both the eastern and western 
channels. 

Table 1: Comparison of Water Vole survey signs for 2002 and 2006 

Water vole signs Feeding 
remains 

Latrines Burrows 

Year of survey 2002 2006 2002 2006 2002 2006 
Number of signs 19 7 7 6 17 3 

 

4.2.2 Water voles are still present although numbers appear to have decreased since 
the previous surveys in 2002.  Mink control will have had a positive impact on 
water voles during the period of trapping.  Future water vole numbers will 
continue to depend on the presence/absence of mink. 

4.2.3 As noted by the previous survey (Babtie Group 2002b) water vole activity was 
restricted to the sections of river where the banks were steeper and where the 
canopy was more open allowing dense bank side vegetation to establish.  Signs 
of water vole were encountered at relatively infrequent intervals and the relative 
number of signs encountered by the surveys in 2002 and 2006 suggest a low 
population level within the Windrush.  Bank side vegetation is however very 
dense in places and this may have resulted in an under recording of water vole 
activity. 

4.2.4 As a result of the river crossings the scheme has the potential to result in 
destruction of water vole burrows, loss and / or severance of territories. 

4.2.5 Otter presence in the form of spraint was noted in both 2002 and 2006 surveys. 
No holts were found during either survey and there is currently no requirement 
to obtain a European Protected Species licence. 
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4.2.6 Kingfishers are listed on Schedule 1 of the Wildlife and Countryside Act (1981) 
and therefore cannot be disturbed whilst at the nest.  There is the potential for 
delays to implementation of the scheme if nesting kingfishers are present and 
subject to disturbance. 



Oxfordshire Highways 
Cogges Link Road 
Riparian Mammal Survey  

 

B0834600/Doc/PA/CLR/22   10

5 Mitigation and Recommendations 
5.1 Summary 

5.1.1 Mitigation measures will be required to offset impacts.  These measures will 
include habitat creation and / or enhancement to compensate for habitat loss 
and appropriate bridge design to offset potential severance impacts.  Mitigation 
measures will need to be carried out before works commence. 

5.1.2 Due to the potential for changes in the legal protection afforded to water voles 
following the review of the Schedules to the Wildlife and Countryside Act (1981) 
the mitigation will need to follow the best practice guidelines at the time when 
development commences. 

5.1.3 There is potential for otter holts to be found in both channels of the Windrush 
and the Mill Stream.  Prior to the commencement of works a riparian mammal 
survey will be required to determine the status of both water voles and otters 
along the Windrush in order to facilitate appropriate mitigation and 
compensation measures at the time of construction.  If an otter holt is subject to 
impact, a European Protected Species licence will be required. 

5.1.4 Installation of artificial otter holts in suitable areas should be considered.  This 
measure and other mitigation measures were considered in a previous report 
and are included in full in Appendix III. 

5.2 Direct Mortality 

5.2.1 Habitat reduction methods will be required to ensure no occupation by water 
voles of the scheme footprint where it coincides with the river crossings. 

5.2.2 At areas where road casualties are likely, otter fencing should be installed to 
prevent animals from gaining access to the road.  To prevent road traffic 
casualties, bridges should include mammal shelves or a similar form of design to 
allow mammals to pass during periods of spate flow. 

5.3 Habitat Loss 

5.3.1 Bridge crossings of the channels of the Windrush will result in habitat loss. 
Mitigation will be required to offset impacts and will include measures such as 
enhancement of the western channel of the Windrush through selective thinning 
of the bank side canopy to promote diversity in the riparian and emergent 
vegetation, resulting in habitat suitable for water voles. 

5.4 Isolation/Severance/Habitat Fragmentation 

5.4.1 Bridges over the River Windrush should incorporate mammal ledges to allow 
them to function as a corridor for riparian mammals and to allow other species to 
move up and down the River Windrush. 

 



Oxfordshire Highways 
Cogges Link Road 
Riparian Mammal Survey  

 

B0834600/Doc/PA/CLR/22   11

5.5 Schedule 1 Bird Species 

5.5.1 Kingfishers have the potential to nest in areas close to the proposed route. 
Vegetation clearance should be carried out prior to the breeding season (March 
to August) in order to discourage nesting in areas where scheme impacts have 
the potential to result in disturbance to nesting birds. 
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Figure 1 
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Appendix I Survey Forms 2006 Survey 
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Appendix II Results Section October 2002 
survey report. 

4. Results 
 
4.1 Copies of the original survey forms are presented in Appendix One. (SEE ORIGINAL 

REPORT) 
 
4.2 Eastern Channel of the River Windrush 
 

Within the eastern channel of the Windrush two water vole latrines, seven burrows and 
13 feeding remains were observed.  The feeding remains identified that water voles had 
been feeding on Glyceria maxima and Carex riparia.  In addition, five otter spraints (one 
fresh) were observed along the channel.  Three were located adjacent to the concrete 
drain which flows into the eastern channel (Plate 1 and 2) whilst the fourth was located 
on a silt bar at the base of the river bank further downstream from the drain.  A fifth, 
desiccated otter spraint was observed under the northern most disused railway bridge.  
No evidence of an otter holt was observed although the dense scrub cover along the 
concrete drain offers good habitat for a holt. 

 
4.3 Western Channel of the River Windrush 
 

Along the western channel of the Windrush, five water vole latrines, ten burrows and six 
feeding stations were observed.  Additionally a single otter spraint was observed under 
the disused railway crossing.  No evidence of an otter holt was observed although the 
dense scrub between the western channel and the mill stream has potential for a holt. 
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Appendix III 

Discussion and Recommendations Section 
October 2002 survey report 

5. Discussion and Recommendations 
 
5.1 Water Voles 
 
5.1.1 Evidence of water vole and otter activity was observed along both of the main channels 

of the Windrush.  
 
5.1.2 Water vole activity was restricted to the sections of river where the banks were steeper 

and where the canopy was more open allowing dense bankside vegetation to establish.  
Signs of water vole were encountered at relatively infrequent intervals suggesting a low 
population level within the Windrush.  The bankside vegetation is however very dense in 
places which may have resulted in an under recording of water vole activity.   

 
5.1.3 Since water voles are present within the river channels to be affected by the 

development, mitigation will need to be undertaken before the works commence.  Due to 
the probable changes in the legal protection afforded to water voles following the review 
of the Schedules to the Wildlife and Countryside Act (1981) the mitigation will need to 
follow the best practice guidelines at the time when development commences. 

 
5.1.4 Habitat enhancements should be carried out within the channels of the Windrush to 

increase the carrying capacity of the area prior to the displacement of the water voles.  
The canopy should be selectively opened up allowing riparian vegetation to establish.  
Where natural re-generation of vegetation is unlikely, seeding of areas using an 
appropriate seed mix should be considered to establish dense riparian vegetation 
providing good habitat for water voles. 

 
5.1.5 Due to the variable population dynamics of water voles, an additional survey should be 

carried out shortly before the development is due to commence to ascertain any 
changes in both the distribution and abundance of water voles in the intervening period.  
This survey should be conducted to allow a population estimate to be made based upon 
the number of latrines within the channel as detailed by Strachan (1998).   

 
5.2 Otters 

5.2.1 Otter spraint was observed within both channels of the River Windrush confirming that 
otters are using the Windrush.  In addition whilst the May 2002 survey was being 
conducted, a member of the public reported that otters are regularly seen in the vicinity 
of the drain which flows into the eastern channel of the Windrush (Babtie Group, 2002a).  
No evidence of an otter holt was observed although there is suitable habitat directly 
adjacent to the river channels. 
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5.2.2 An additional otter survey should be carried out to ascertain whether a holt or den is 
present within the survey area, and if so whether it is to be impacted upon by the 
development.  If an otter holt is to be impacted upon, then a licence application to the 
Department for Environment Food and Rural Affairs will be required. 

5.2.3 Habitat enhancements for otters such as the installation of artificial otter holts in suitable 
areas should be considered.  The habitat enhancements as part of the mitigation 
package for water voles and otters have the potential for conflict since the opening up of 
the canopy for water voles may impact upon areas where otters are currently using, or 
could in the future use for holts.  As such, the requirements of the two species would 
need to be fully integrated into an overall mitigation strategy. 

5.2.4 At areas where road casualties are likely, otter fencing should be installed to funnel 
animals away from the road.  Similarly, the bridges should include mammal shelves to 
allow mammals to pass during periods of spate flow.  All works which may affect the 
otter should follow the guidance of Grogan et al. (2001). 

 


