
Report on European Otter (Lutra lutra) and Water Vole (Arvicola amphibious) within the proposed Hicks Farm Suitable Alternative 

Natural Greenspace (SANG) boundary. 

 

This report has been compiled on 27/01/2021 by Tom Bennett, Senior Ranger BCP Countryside Team and is based on the regular 

surveys carried out by the Dorset Mammal Group, Otter and Water Vole expert, Ken Hutchinson.         
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Summary of the report:   

BCP Council is applying for planning permission to develop a SANG at Hicks Farm in Bournemouth.  This report is to supplement 

the planning application and to detail the extent of Otter (Lutra lutra) and Water Vole (Arvicola amphibius) usage and existence 

within this section of the River Stour.  The banks of the Stour have been searched for signs of Otter (Lutra lutra) and Water Vole 

(Arvicola amphibius) in line with the accepted survey methodology.  After an extensive search for signs and evidence along this 

section, regular usage of this area has been identified by Otter (Lutra lutra), but no Otter (Lutra lutra) Holts have been located.  The 

area is currently being used by Otter (Lutra lutra), but the Dorset Mammal Group are happy with our proposed fence line along the 

riverside in order to protect the likely areas of Otter (Lutra lutra) usage.  By installing this fence we will also be actively preventing 

dogs from entering the river within the SANG area.  The stock proof fence line will exclude the public and dogs from accessing the 

existing habitats that could be used by Otters (Lutra lutra).  The same fencing will also protect any possible visits from Water Vole 

(Arvicola amphibius).  Water voles (Arvicola amphibius) have been monitored in this area for more than 10 years by the Dorset 

Mammal Group and BCP Councils Countryside team, the proposed SANG area is not the best habitat for the species, the water 

runs too fast through this area, it has sections with limited and no vegetation on the riverbank and the area also suffers from 

seasonal high water resulting in burrows becoming completely submerged in water.  We will continue to work closely with 

organisations including the Dorset Mammal Group to monitor and prevent any disturbance to wildlife and to maintain any required 

wildlife protection areas within the SANG site going forward.   

  

Dorset Mammal Group Survey findings. 

Surveys carried out on 13/01/21 by Ken Hutchinson. 

Summary:   

Fresh, recent and old signs of Otter activity.  Several Couches found (resting places), some very fresh otter spraint and evidence of 

fish scales and fish bones.  No evidence of Otter living within this section, but they do use this stretch of the river regularly. One 

Otter seen fishing whilst surveying that area on 13/01/21. 

Please see attachment below. “Where to look for Otter signs and Tracks “.  



 

Credits. WITH THANKS to  Mary-Rose Lane & the Devon Wildlife Trust. 
 



 

I believe the otters are a Mother and two cubs whose territory is from Cherry Tree Nursery to Throop Mill, and have been in the 

area for some time. The Dog Otter is also around but travelling further distances and covering Christchurch Harbour to Ensbury 

Bridge.  

 

Survey carried out on 30/10/19 by Ken Hutchinson. 

Summary:  

Several Couches found (resting places), Otter spraint found, but no evidence of fish scales or prints. Also sighting of one Otter 

coming out of one area of trees roots/blackberry bushes into water below the Sewage works (just downstream of the proposed 

SANG site), but I feel it was just an overnight shelter and not a holt. Some Otter slides also identified.  

 

Water Vole surveys: August & October 2020 

No signs of Water Vole (Arvicola amphibius) have been found, but we are aware of some ad hoc and often seasonal sightings 

during the winter months along different sections of the river and sometimes local to the SANG area.  We have therefore provided 

mitigation measures to protect Water Vole (Arvicola amphibius) habitat, although they don’t currently inhabit the proposed SANG 

area, fencing and restricted access of the riverbank will prevent disturbance to potential future Water Vole (Arvicola amphibious) 

activity.  

 

Required action:  

Fence off the required section of riverbank to protect the most suitable Otter (Lutra lutra) habitat for resting, eating, entering and 

exiting the water.  We have identified approx. 440 metres of stock proof fencing that is required to prevent any disturbance to 

existing habitats, and I have attached a map showing the location of this fence line with the thickest blue line below. 



 



 

 

 

 

Otter Ecology:  

The European Otter (Lutra lutra) is a member of the Mustelidae family which includes weasel, stoat, badger, polecat, pine marten 

and mink.  The Eurasian Otter is the only otter native to Britain.  Otters were once widespread throughout the UK, the otter 

underwent a rapid decline in numbers from the 1950s to 1970s. Reasons for this include increased pollution incidents, changes in 

farming practices and loss and fragmentation of its required habitat.  In more recent times Otter sightings and numbers have been 

increasing due to several release programmes and positive environmental changes around pollution and habitats.   Otters are still 

quite rare and elusive animals so otter presence is generally determined by recording spraint (faeces), which is generally deposited 

in prominent places such as under bridges and on rocks in or along a watercourse. Otters are wide ranging, nomadic and mainly 

nocturnal amphibious mammals. Otters use resting sites usually termed ‘holts’ or ‘couches’ in which to sleep. These may be holes 

or covered areas found under roots of bank side trees or within log or stone piles. The word couch is used where they use an 

above-ground nest-like structure in reeds or other vegetation.  

 

Water Vole Ecology: 

The water vole (Arvicola amphibious) is the largest species of vole in Britain and inhabits canals, rivers, streams, ditches and other 

wetland areas, it is one of our most threatened native mammals. The species has seen a dramatic decline, particularly in the latter 

half of the 20th century.  Water voles usually live beside bodies of water, where they feed on grasses and herbs growing on the 

banks.  They dig their burrows in the bank and depending on overall population density and habitat quality, the length of a 

female’s territory varies between 30metres to 70metres and males range from 70metres to 150metres.  Water vole conservation 

relies on maintaining tall grasses and herbs alongside the water body, fencing will help, but the growth of excesses numbers of tree 

along the bank should be prevented.  

 



Law and Legislation. 

European Otter (Lutra lutra) 

It is an offence under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 (sections 9.1 and 9.4, schedule 5) to kill, injure or take an Otter from 

the wild without a licence; to damage or obstruct a Holt; or disturb an Otter in its resting place. Licences are also required for 

checking out known Holts or for carrying out work that may disturb Otters; this includes tree management of any trees that are used 

as resting places by Otters. The Eurasian Otter (Lutra lutra) is listed in the Bern convention on international trade as an endangered 

species (CITES). It requires special protection measures under the European habitat’s directive (92/43/EEC).  

Water Vole ((Arvicola amphibious) 

It is an offence under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 (sections 9.1 and 9.4, schedule 5) to kill or injury of individuals, 

damaging, destroying or blocking access to their places of protection (either intentionally or through ignorance), disturbing them in a 

place of shelter, or possessing them. Water voles are listed under the Natural Environment and Rural Communities (NERC) Act 

2006 as being of principal importance for maintaining and enhancing biodiversity in England. The habitats of common Water Voles 

are not specifically protected. 

Disclosure and limitations. 

The results of these surveys and work undertaken by Dorset Mammal Group are representative at the time of surveying. Every 

effort has been made to identify the presence of protected species on site, where this falls within the agreed scope of works 

European Otter (Lutra lutra) and Water Vole ((Arvicola amphibious) on the proposed Hicks Farm SANG site.   Up to date standard 

methodologies have been used to undertake the surveys, which are accepted by The Dorset Mammal Group and other bodies both 

locally and nationally. The Dorset Mammal Group cannot accept responsibility for data collected from third parties.  

Conclusion.   

BCP Council, through work with the Dorset Mammal Group, advice from its own Countryside team and the planning process, fully 

understands the requirement of the above recommended actions.  A planning condition should be issued with regards to installing 

this stock proof fencing to protect the existing wildlife habitat for these protected species mentioned above. These 

recommendations will provide further certainty that the proposals will have no negative ecological consequences, but by upholding 

the design elements we will be providing biodiversity gain through conservation grazing of the grassland enclosures and the tree 

and hedge planting outlined in the wider plans.  


