‘What’s in your garden?’
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The water vole (Arvicola terrestris) is a rodent; it is considerably larger than our other British vole species - bank voles, field voles and the Orkney vole. As their name suggests water voles live by waterways throughout mainland Britain preferring slow flowing rivers and streams. The water vole uses it’s large incisors to burrow into the banks of streams or ditches to create a system of tunnels and chambers. They use the water as a natural defence system ‘“plopping” from the bank into the water when danger threatens before kicking up a mud screen in the water to blind any following predator. The entrance to their burrow is generally on or just below the water level helping to protect them from some of their natural predators - weasels, stoats, foxes and grey herons.

Water voles are mainly vegetarian – they have been recorded feeding on around 227 different plant species -although they may consume insects, molluscs and occasionally dead fish. Water voles are sometimes mistaken for brown rats which commonly also live in river banks and are excellent swimmers. They can be distinguished by their shorter, more rounded bodies, blunt muzzles, bright orange incisor teeth, small ears and short, lightly-haired tails.

The water vole is protected under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981,the Act protects the water vole's places of shelter or protection but does not protect the voles themselves. 
So next time you are walking along the Gypsy Race keep an eye out for water voles – remember look but don’t touch! In the meantime why not dig out an old copy of ‘The Wind in the Willows’ by Kenneth Grahame and immerse yourself in the wonderful world of badger, toad, mole and, of course, dear Ratty!

‘ ‘I beg your pardon’ said the Mole, pulling himself together with an effort. ’You must think me very rude, but all this is so new to me. So – this – is – a – river!’ ‘The River’ corrected the rat. ‘And you really live by the river? What a jolly life!’ ‘By it and with it and on it and in it. It’s my world and I don’t want any other’ ‘ – taken from ‘The Wind in the Willows’ by Kenneth Grahame. Methuen 1926
The Water Vole


Aka ‘Ratty’ from ‘The Wind in the Willows’








