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The water vole is Britain’s fastest declining mammal. 
Loss of habitat and predation by the non-native 
American Mink have brought one of our favourite 
animals, Ratty of Wind in the Willows, to the brink of 
extinction. For these reasons, water voles were absent 
from the Monnow catchment from about 1980, and 
remain absent in all neighbouring catchments. Water 
voles currently thrive on the Monnow because of two 
linked projects, both led by the Game and Wildlife 
Conservation Trust (formerly The Game Conservancy 
Trust) but with involvement of the MRA throughout. 

In 2003–2006, the River Monnow Project carried out 67km of 

habitat improvement work: coppicing to let light onto the banks 

and fencing to keep livestock out of the river. Besides improving 

river conditions for trout, the lush, vegetated river banks this 

created throughout the Monnow catchment were good for other 

flora and fauna, including water voles. An innovation developed 

by the GWCT at about the same time – the mink raft – meant 

that, for the first time, mink could be swiftly eradicated from an 

entire river catchment. So in 2006, building on the money already 

invested in habitat improvement, a second project now undertook 

to clear mink from the River Dore, and to reintroduce water voles 

from captive-bred stock. 

By 2007, about 12kms of river were free of mink and water voles 

were re-established in the Golden Valley after a probable absence 

from Herefordshire of more than 30 years. The mink control area 

was steadily expanded to take in the entire Monnow catchment, 

and by 2010 water voles were beginning to spread from the River 

Dore into adjacent parts of the Monnow system. 

The sustainability problem
So far, the projects had been conceived as demonstrations, aimed 

towards the UK conservation community. As such, they were 

professionally staffed and funded by grants from Defra’s ‘England 

Rural Development Project’, the SITA Trust, and the John Ellerman 

Foundation. Such privileged funding inevitably comes to an end, 

and in any case was not available for every catchment in the 

country. Genuine sustainability required a solution that did not need 

continual support from external funding. So after 2010, the next 

challenge was how to maintain effective mink control, and thus 

preserve the water vole population, using only local resources?

The MRA was not going to let something precious like a mink-free 

catchment slip away without giving our very best shot to maintain 

it! Mink are voracious aquatic predators, consuming fish and water 

voles at an astounding rate. With mink gone, we had also begun 

to notice birds such as moorhen and little grebe returning to the 

Monnow after a long absence. So it was that mink monitoring 

and control became our number one priority and core funds were 

assigned to pay for training of volunteers to monitor the key mink 

rafts on the catchment to ensure that any mink reinvading from 

other rivers would be picked up and dispatched. A paid, part-time 

coordinator was seen as key to (continued on back page)
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Going Native and water voles
Show-case Monnow: demonstrating what had seemed impossible



If I had penned this article for the 
planned Spring Monnow Monitor, I 
would have been writing of extreme 
drought conditions and the impending, 
disastrous consequences. By divine 
intervention and a larger element of 
being too busy on other matters, more 
of which shortly, you were spared that 
calumny and we all now know what 
happened this “summer”! The benefit 
of the wettest summer for 100 years is 
that our rivers have never looked better 

and their inhabitants are in the best 
possible condition, with the possible 
exception of the water voles, no lovers 
of extremes in water heights. So, 
despite losing much of the best of this 
season’s fishing, there is a bright side! 
The benefits of which we can hopefully 
look forward to reaping next season, in 
terms of improved aquatic invertebrate 
and fish numbers and sizes.

The last 12 months or so has seen a long 

round of project development and grant 

applications for funds to benefit our rivers 

and species that make the Monnow and 

nearby catchments their home and to the 

detriment of alien species. So hectic has 

the period been that a quick tally up reveals 

that we have made or been involved in, 

with our partners, 9 grant applications. 

The great news is that a good proportion 
have been successful meaning that we have 
support for Going Native’s core activities 
of Himalayan balsam control, mink control 
and education amounting to £24,000 and 
habitat surveys and water vole habitat 
works of £6,000 funding agreed for the 
next 2 years. In addition funding has been 
secured, in conjunction with WUF and 
FWAG South West, for targeted farm visits, 
reports and remedial works in order that 
our rivers comply with Water Framework 
Directive requirements. Further grant 
awards are pending but, if successful, we 
will be able to extend mink control and 
habitat works down the Monnow to the 
Wye and beyond, allowing water voles 
to extend their territories and further 
protecting the voles on the Monnow.

Not easy to monitor some rafts this year

A word from the

CHAIR

Last year we got funding to purchase 
20 fly fishing kits, suitable for school 
children to learn to cast and fish on rivers 
(See Frank Williams’ article later in this 
newsletter) and kit for several schools to 
take part in the Wild Trout Trust’s Mayfly 
in The Classroom initiative and rolled 
these programmes out to local schools. 
We have funds to do more of these great 
projects in schools but we really need 
schools to sign up for them. So, if you 
are a teacher or parent at a local school 
and are interested in either or both of 
these projects then do get in touch. 
Children are the future for our rivers.

The other reason why the spring 
newsletter has morphed into an autumn 
edition is that this year the Himalayan 
Balsam control programme was at its 
most intense and aligned with atrocious 
conditions we have had to work extremely 
hard to achieve even a reasonable 
standard of control. The fact that we have 
done so is down to the tireless work of our 
spray team leader George Woodward and 
the various members of his team – not 
forgetting our long-suffering volunteers, 

all of whom have done sterling work to 
make sure we remain on track to eradicate 
HB from the Monnow catchment.

Without doubt the eradication of Himalayan 
Balsam from our catchment is the most 
important work for the river that the 
MRA has undertaken. Despite welcome 
grant funding from the EA Wales, Natural 
England and Welsh Assembly Government 
and hugely generous support from an 
anonymous donor our funds are being 
considerably eroded. Therefore it is hugely 
frustrating that so few land and fishery 
owners and tenants are prepared to support 
this project, financially or with volunteer 
effort. The only way the results of this 
great project can be sustained is with 
local support. If owners and users do not 
take ownership of the problems the aliens 
will inevitably re-invade. You may wish 
to consider that the costs of eradication 
are averaging £900/km and including 
volunteer time over 90 man hours have 
been spent on each kilometre of river. 

You might have gathered that some of the 
grants that have been applied for are not 

entirely directed at the Monnow catchment. 
In future it is likely that more of my time 
and effort will be focussed a little way 
from the catchment although it will still 
benefit the Monnow and its inhabitants. I 
have therefore decided to stand down as 
Chairman of the MRA as of the upcoming 
AGM. The other good reason for standing 
down is that I believe that someone new at 
the helm will reinvigorate the organisation 
and enable it to do even more good work 
for our rivers. I will still be closely involved 
in the MRA, if you’ll have me. Thank you 
all for your work and support for the 
MRA over the years, the river will repay!

Robert Denny

Himalayan balsam pre treatment After treatment – no Himalayan balsam

Some fishing was possible in 2012 – A 16ins trout 
caught on the middle river



MRA Schools 
The future does not belong to us it 
is only loaned to us by our children. 
I think that’s how the saying goes. 
The same could be said of our 
environment so, when the Monnow 
Rivers Association offered me the 
opportunity to teach fly fishing and 
some of the associated environmental 
issues in local schools, I jumped at the 
chance. The idea behind the project 
is to engage children with the river 
environment through fishing and 
education. We feel that, if we can 
teach them the worth of the river 
at a young age, we will help them 
to develop into a generation of 
environmental guardians. 

Now I know that my enthusiasm at the 
thought of teaching kids to cast a fly 
may make many of you think I must need 
locking up! If I’m honest I will admit that 
it is, at times, something akin to a cross 
between a lion taming school and trying 
to herd cats. However, there is also a 
deeply gratifying aspect to it as well and 
this satisfaction can come from the most 
unexpected of pupils. While teaching in 
one school I had the undivided attention 
of one young chap who was obviously 
very keen. He was helpful, polite and very 
engaged in the subject. This, apparently, 
was the complete opposite of his usual 
attitude towards school. Sometimes with 
kids you just have to find a way to engage 
them. This kind of alternative activity is a 
great addition to the school curriculum 
and can often bring out hidden talents in 

youngsters as demonstrated on another 

recent trip to a Gloucester school. I had 

taken in some rainbow trout from a 

small, local still water, the idea of which 

was to give the kids a taste of fish and 

bring up the subject of sustainability. One 

young girl was intrigued by the process 

of gutting the fish and was also very keen 

to touch the fish and acquire knowledge 

of its anatomy; a great candidate for a 

scientist or medical professional. 

“There is a great deal of scope 
to expand the activities and we 
are hoping, in the future ...”

So what do we do in these sessions? The 

first thing we cover is an explanation on 

the differences between fly fishing and 

“normal fishing” as the kids often call it. 

I often do this with laminated pictures of 

the life cycle of a river fly and a look at 

my fly boxes and I demonstrate why we 

need a special line to cast the flies. Then 

we move on to a bit of fly casting which 

I introduce with a fly swat with a piece of 

fly line tied to the top. This always goes 

down well as it is a great bit of fun. Next, 

a chance to cast with a fly rod and have 

a few games casting at targets. There 

is a great deal of scope to expand the 

activities and we are hoping, in the future, 

to run courses over the summer holidays 

culminating with a chance to go fishing for 

those that attend. 

We are all well aware that there are major 

time and curriculum restraints on teachers. 

It is because a child’s time in education 

is so valuable that the biggest challenge 

our project faces is actually getting it into 

schools to start with. The ideal age group 

is year 6 but, with the imminent transition 

from primary to secondary education for 

this group, there is little time for such 

activities especially during the latter part of 

the spring/ summer term when it would be 

the best time. This is a great pity as all of 

my fondest memories as a child are from 

days spent fishing. 

We have also run courses for year 5 

groups and it has been great fun for 

everyone involved so we will continue to 

deliver sessions for this age group too. It 

is a high priority to manage the sessions 

in such a manner that each child can feel 

they have succeeded in some way. This is 

important for the participants’ self esteem 

and to help encourage a lifelong passion 

for angling and the rivers. The physical 

development of children younger than 

year 5 is such that it is very difficult to 

achieve this. 

I would like to finish with an appeal: if 

you are involved with a school or club 

such as guides, scouts or a youth club of 

some kind and you think that we could 

come and run some fly fishing activities 

please get in touch and we can arrange 

something. 

Frank Williams 2012



STOP PRESS
Vice Chair and 
Treasurer of the 
MRA, Patrick Lloyd, 
was awarded 
the prestigious 
2012 Bernard 
Venables Award 

for his “outstanding contribution to 
sustainable fishery management” at 
the Wild Trout Trust’s Conservation 
Awards evening held at the Savile Club 
in London’s West End in October.  

Patrick was a founder member of the 
trust and has served on their executive 
committee for over a decade. He has 
of course always been involved in  
the Monnow!

The Annual General Meeting of 
the Association will be held on 14th 
November at Kentchurch Court. It will 
be preceded by a talk by Jonathan 
Reynolds of GWCT on Mink and Voles.
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(continued from front page) maintaining 
the enthusiasm and commitment of our 
volunteers. 

In the first 9 months of the MRA’s watch 
5 mink were trapped, proving both that 
something was working and how vital it 
was to maintain vigilance.

Evidence of success

We have three measures of success. 
The first of these is an annual survey of 
water vole field signs along the River Dore, 
which has been carried out by the GWCT 
since 2007. The intention is to confirm 
that water voles remain present and well-
distributed in this favourable part of the 
Monnow catchment. The survey doesn’t 
necessarily reflect the full extent of their 
distribution. Indeed, by spring of 2011, 
water voles had colonised new areas of the 
lower Dore and the main River Monnow, 
attributable not only to keeping mink out, 
but also to further habitat improvement 
work funded by the Environment Agency. 

The number of mink caught in the 
catchment should directly reflect the 
number that enter it. Once a mink comes 

in, its detection and demise should be 
assured! So the best reassurance that things 
are going well is not the catch, but the 
‘absence’ data generated when mink rafts 
are checked for tracks. It’s tempting not to 
record this data, but it is really important. 

Our volunteers monitor 40 strategically 
placed mink rafts out of the 100 or so 
originals. This was a necessary economy.  
So has it compromised mink detection?

As a further check, we took GWCT advice 
to prime and check all 100 rafts in autumn 
2011, to give a snapshot of mink status for 
the entire catchment. Two resurveys have 
now been completed and we can report 
that we are maintaining our much-prized 
mink-free status.

This happy state of affairs is thanks to our 
diligent volunteers who monitor their rafts 
once a week, every week and report their 
findings; to our coordinators and trappers, 
Ben and Owain Rodgers and now Nick 
Longman; and to Jonathan Reynolds of the 
GWCT, who gives freely of his help and 
advice. All of these have kept us on the 
right track and Ratty safe.

Moving on

Plans are now afoot to expand the mink 
control work into new catchments which, 
coupled with more habitat improvements and 
the eradication of Himalayan Balsam (and 
that is another story!), will give our voles a 
great chance of colonise whole new areas.

If you would like to support this project then 
you can make a gift aided donation into a 
ring fenced account here www.gwct.org.uk/
monnowgive and help the MRA to ensure 
that Ratty continues to prosper on the 
Monnow.

A clear sign of vole activity
Vole hole on 

the Dore


