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a B o u t  w at e r  v o l e S

Water voles live in most wetland areas (rivers, streams, 
canals, ponds, ditches, lakes, marshes and reedbeds) 
both in urban and rural locations. They tend to inhabit 
extensive burrows in steep, soft earth banks with 
access at different levels, including underwater.  
Where such banks are absent, for example in 
reedbeds, the voles can weave nests of vegetation. 
Banks without overhanging trees and bushes, where 
lush vegetation provides food and cover make ideal 
water vole homes. Adept but not powerful swimmers, 
they prefer areas of slow-moving water. Active both 
during the day and night, water voles are largely 
herbivorous eating almost any available waterside 
vegetation; over 200 plants have been identified in 
their diet! However, invertebrates and autumn fruits 
can be important seasonal foods.

During the breeding season (March to October 
weather dependent) water voles are fiercely territorial. 
They have up to five litters (usually three or four) per 
year each with four to six blind and hairless young. 
The young develop rapidly and are weaned after only 
14 days. This ability to increase numbers quickly is 

vital to offset both high winter 
mortality, when up to 70% die, 
and predation by stoats, mink, 
weasels, rats, herons, pike, 
owls, foxes, otters and cats! 
Unsurprisingly, on average  

wild water voles survive 
only five months. Once a 

common sight throughout 
Britain’s waterways, in the last 30 

years these formerly familiar riverside 
mammals have been lost from over 90% 

of areas they used to occupy. UK numbers have 
suffered the most dramatic decline of any British 
mammal, making the water vole one of our most 
threatened native animals.

w at e r  v o l e S  i n  r i c h m o n d

Richmond is fortunate in having scattered groups 
of water voles, notably along the River Crane and in 
Barnes. A lucky visit either to London Wildlife Trust’s 
Crane Park Island Nature Reserve or Barnes’ WWT 
Wetland Centre could provide memorable sightings, 
especially on mild spring days. The Wetland Centre 
supports healthy numbers following a pioneering 
reintroduction in 2001. Although absent from a 
former haunt in Bushy Park the Royal Parks are 
improving habitats in preparation for possible 
future reintroduction.

Further water vole surveys of the 
borough’s waterways hope to identify 
and safeguard all existing groups. 
Careful monitoring, sympathetic 
bank management and habitat 
enhancements should ensure a secure 
future for Richmond’s water voles.

fa c t S  a B o u t  w at e r  v o l e S

  The water voles’ dense fur with glossy,  
long guard hairs and short wavy under-hairs, 
traps a layer of insulating air preventing heat loss 
underwater. A special skin-flap inside the ears 
closes when the voles dive. 

  Water voles are the largest British vole species 
(adults ±20cm from nose to base of tail). 
When disturbed they dive with a loud ‘plop’ 
warning others of potential danger.

Places to see  
water voles in  
Richmond Borough
(please refer to the map)

  WWT London Wetland Centre 
www.wwt.org.uk

  LWT Crane Park Island 
www.wildlondon.org.uk

  Potential 
reintroduction

  Potential 
recolonization
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