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Westbrook Stream, Faversham 
 

 
1.0 Introduction 
 
Westbrook stream runs through Faversham, surfacing in Ospringe, running into Stonebridge pond and 

eventually filtering into Faversham Creek. 

The site was visited as a part of a water vole recovery project funded by SITA Trust, the Environment Agency 

and Natural England. The site visit was to discuss the suitability of the Westbrook stream for water voles and 

to provide some general advice to the local Friends Of group on how to enhance the stream to be as 

biologically diverse as possible. This report just aims to reiterate advice provided during the site visit. 

 
Fig. 1: Location of the Westbrook stream and Stonebridge pond is outlined in red 
 
The North Kent Marshes are a national key site for water voles and are therefore strategically very important for UK water 
vole conservation. The national key sites were identified in order to focus conservation efforts on strongholds of water 
vole populations. The Westbrook stream and surrounding waterways are within the ‘Vole Reversal’ Project area and also 
important in terms of linking up water vole habitat. 
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2.0 Current status of water voles  
 
 
No evidence of water vole presence was observed during the site visit; however there is the potential for them 
to use the stream as a corridor.  
 
Some of the banks are currently quite shallow and many of them are full of flints and are bricked. This means 
there are few suitable locations for burrowing along the stream, however this does not mean that the stream 
would not be used as a corridor for water voles to get from one place to another if they were dispersing. 
 
A significant stretch of the stream is particularly shaded which, in some areas, has resulted in limited in stream 
and marginal vegetation. However, there are also some more open areas where in stream and marginal 
vegetation is far more abundant and it is these areas which would be more suitable for water voles since they 
would provide an ideal food supply. It was noted that the occasional drying up of some sections of the stream 
was attributed to the excessive growth of in stream vegetation together with other factors.  
 
Ideal habitat for other species already exists on the site and species diversity and density can increase 
following beneficial management. 
 

 

 

3.0 Water vole habitat requirements  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 2: Ideal water vole habitat consists of a good level of tall bank side vegetation for food 
and protection from predators (1), steep banks providing opportunity for burrows (2) with an 
underwater escape/ entrance tunnel (3) and water at around 1 metre in depth (4). 
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4.0 Examples of well-managed waterways for water voles 
 
 
4.1 Fenced to protect banks from livestock 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 3: The far bank is steep, well vegetated 
and fenced off from livestock and the near side 
bank is accessible by livestock. This allows for 
burrowing habitat with a good fringe of 
vegetation on one side, which is adequate for 
water voles. There are also a few small trees 
and scrub areas which create a more diverse 
habitat. 
 
This example can be used as a template for 
other waterways and altered depending upon 
the nature of the waterway. 

Fig. 4: Fencing off an entire bankside is not 
always practical, however even fencing off short 
sections of bankside habitat, to create refuges 
for water voles away from livestock pressure, 
are hugely valuable. Small sections of 5 m 
should allow space for burrows to establish with 
little impact on grazing.  
 
This is just an example of how landowners are 
advised to manage their watercourses. 
Westbrook stream is unlikely to require fencing 
off from livestock but it has just been included to 
show beneficial management in the wider 
environment. 
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4.2 Retaining natural features 
 
 
Retaining some natural features along the edges of waterways can be very important for water voles as they 
provide valuable protection from predators. Small bushes for example can create a safe place for water voles 
to feed and hide, as well as providing overwinter food sources. It also prevents a habitat from being completely 
uniform, therefore increasing biodiversity opportunities. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 5: Ditch at Coldharbour marshes 
supporting water voles. 

 

Fig. 6: Water vole 
habitat illustration. 

 

Scrub and thorn bushes alongside ditch 
bankside areas are shown here, providing 
important refuges in otherwise un-inhabitable 
sections.  
The roots of these shrubs also aid in the 
stabilisation of banks and prevent erosion to a 
certain extent. 

Water vole habitat remains 
under small thorn bushes. 
This management is only 
beneficial with small bushes 
as large trees and bushes 
will shade out vegetation 
needed by water voles. 
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5.0 Managing waterways for wildlife  
 
 
As discussed on site, Westbrook stream could provide habitat for future water voles to colonise naturally or it 
could act as an important wildlife corridor. It is advised that steps be taken to ensure wildlife is not negatively 
impacted by any management activities undertaken. 
 
Streams and other waterways provide habitat for some very important species within an ecosystem. The rich 
plant and invertebrate populations provide a valuable food source to birds, mammals, reptiles and amphibians. 
  

 Some invertebrate species that rely on this important habitat are: moths, butterflies, caddis flies, 
mayflies, stoneflies, charismatic species like the great silver diving beetle (a good indicator of water 
quality); and the water scorpion. 

 Streams are also hugely important for aquatic snails including pond snails and ram’s-horn snails. 

 Birds that depend on streams and the surrounding habitat include: kingfisher, grey and pied wagtails, 
moorhen, coot, swallows, swifts and house martins.  

 Streams also support some of Kent’s most at risk mammals: water vole, Daubenton’s bat and soprano 
pipistrelle. 

 Key amphibians supported by this habitat include the great crested newt, common frog and common 
toad.  

 Waterways are also well-known hunting grounds for the grass snake - a common reptile in Kent.  

 Some streams may even support native fish such as stickleback, roach, rudd and pike. 

 

 

6.0 General watercourse management advice concerning water voles: a few simple guidelines 

which could create water vole habitat where it doesn’t already exist and protect it where it does. 

 

6.1 Habitat diversity can be encouraged and improved by following these general measures: 
 

 Only cut vegetation on one bank at a time to allow wildlife a refuge. Remove cuttings to prevent soil 
enrichment (some could be left as reptile habitat unless other reptile refuges are available e.g. 
metal sheeting). 

 Manage different sections of stream each year and work in an upstream direction to allow plants 
and invertebrates to re-establish. Do not heap spoil directly on top of the bank if this can be avoided 
as vigorous weeds such as ragwort and thistles will grow on the enriched soil. Spreading the spoil 
evenly will help avoid this. 

 Try to control common reed and reed mace growth in and around ditches if it appears to be taking 
over. Reed bed is a valuable habitat in its own right for nesting birds and small mammals but can 
rapidly choke a waterway. A stream without water isn’t a stream anymore! 

 Control invasive non-native species as soon as you see them. 
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6.2 Heavy machinery  

More relevant to the management of ditches on agricultural land but it can still be kept in mind when carrying 
out any works around general watercourses. 
 
Water voles burrow into bank sides and create burrows in the earth many metres away from the ditch itself. 
This area is vitally important for breeding and over wintering water voles.  
 
In order to reduce the impact of management on this habitat it is recommended to avoid using the 2-5m 
vegetated strip adjacent to the water as access as this could destroy burrows and will compact the soil making 
burrowing more difficult. 

 

6.3 Drainage 

Water is vital for water voles as they rely on aquatic plants for feeding and water for diving into to avoid 

predators.  

 

• Draining watercourses can make habitat unsuitable for water voles and can flood burrows. 
• Try to maintain a constant water level around and above the 0.5m mark, if possible. 

 

6.4 Vegetation cutting/ clearing  

Vegetation provides water voles with food (they eat up to 80% of their body weight a day during the summer) 

and it also provides shelter from predators. During the winter, water voles rely on roots, rhizomes and bark. 

Cutting back vegetation should be undertaken carefully in order to ensure minimum disturbance. 

 Avoid midwinter or the early breeding season (February-April), September-October is the best time to 
cut vegetation in order to avoid disturbing water voles. 

 Set flails high to leave 10-15cm and use fitted conveyors to remove cuttings. This will prevent weeds 
and invasive species dominating in the enriching mulch on the bank. 

 Cut/ clear one bank at a time and rotate on a two year system (see p36, 37 of The Drainage Channel 
Biodiversity Manual). 

 Avoid burrows, especially during breeding season. 

 Only remove 50% of vegetation in low flood risk watercourses to provide winter cover (see p67 of The 
Water Vole Conservation Handbook). 

 

6.5 AVOID 

• Loss of bankside cover 
• Removal of in-channel vegetation 
• Damage to burrows 

 
If activities affect the survival of a water vole colony these could all count as reckless disturbance under 

Wildlife and Countryside Act (1981) unless all reasonable steps have been taken to avoid them. 

 



Vole Reversal: Westbrook Stream 
 

Kent Wildlife Trust   Tyland Barn, Sandling, Maidstone, Kent, ME14 3BD 
Tel: 01622 662012   Fax: 01622 671390 
www.kentwildlifetrust.org.uk   info@kentwildlife.org.uk 
Registered charity no. 239992. Company limited by guarantee no. 633098.  VAT reg. no. 974 8423 78.  
 

                                                                                        Your living landscape. Your living seas. 

 

 
7. Management recommendations for Westbrook Stream 
 
Waterways that have different-aged vegetation and height and that have been managed in a rotational 
manner at different times will have high biodiversity and high habitat value and will be non-uniform. 
 
The main points discussed during the site visit: 

 Over-shading by some of the larger trees 

 Vegetation strips alongside the stream 

 Invasive species 

 Sections where the stream dries up 
 

7.1 Over-shading by trees 

Trees which have grown over the river sometimes create very dark tunnelled areas which results in less 
sunlight and therefore a lower level of photosynthesis for algae and other types of vegetation which lower 
invertebrates and fish depend upon. Shading also prevents bankside vegetation growth which can lead to 
bank erosion and subsequent silting up of the river/stream bed. 

During the site visit, various sections of the stream were identified as being fairly over-shaded by larger trees 
or fallen trees. However shaded areas are ideal for some species so it is important to consider the 
requirements for a variety of species within an ecosystem.  

 Some existing heavily shaded areas could be opened up by coppicing or selective removal to 
encourage vegetation to grow. 

 Coppicing (or cutting large trees to stump level) on a 10-15 cycle could remove the over-shading issue 
and would also mean the roots would remain and continue to provide some bankside stabilisation.  

 Coppicing will also benefit because it will allow more light through the canopy which should result in 
natural re-growth of bankside plants, where they may have struggled before. 

 Before coppicing it is important to check for the presence of any protected species such as bats, 
dormice or otters. 

 Good riparian coppicing practice guidelines can be found at this web address: 
http://www.theriverstrust.org/environment/downloads/appx_33_rural_river_habitat_management.pdf 

 Or a more general coppicing advice sheet can be found here: 
http://www.kentwildlifetrust.org.uk/sites/default/files/kwt_land_mgt_advice_sheet_10_-
_woodland_management_-ride_and_coppice.pdf 
 

7.2 Bankside vegetation buffer strips 

Marginal and bankside vegetation is an important habitat for water voles, amphibians and other species 
groups, as well as supporting an array of wild flowers which attract a variety of invertebrates. 
 
In farmland areas where nutrient levels are artificially raised, the run off into the rivers results in an increase of 
algal growth and subsequently reduces oxygen levels in the water and shades out submerged vegetation. 
The presence of a riparian buffer strip alongside agricultural ditches makes it less likely that a high amount of 
agricultural runoff (e.g. fertilisers, pesticides and other nutrient rich substances) enters the ditches. 
 
 

http://www.theriverstrust.org/environment/downloads/appx_33_rural_river_habitat_management.pdf
http://www.kentwildlifetrust.org.uk/sites/default/files/kwt_land_mgt_advice_sheet_10_-_woodland_management_-ride_and_coppice.pdf
http://www.kentwildlifetrust.org.uk/sites/default/files/kwt_land_mgt_advice_sheet_10_-_woodland_management_-ride_and_coppice.pdf
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Although the Westbrook stream is unlikely to experience agricultural runoff, a riparian buffer strip will still be 
beneficial in terms of creating more biodiversity.  

 Too frequent cutting of vegetation along waterways can indeed pose a serious problem for water voles 
since it removes both their food source and their cover from predators.  

 It is important to remember however that when banks are left to become too overgrown, they too can 
eventually provide poor habitat for water voles due to over-shading by shrubs and trees.  

 Some sensitive and appropriately-timed management of the streamside vegetation will therefore help 
to maintain the optimum bankside habitat for water voles, should they use the stream in the future. 

 
 
Ideally, the streamside vegetation should be managed on a rotational basis and in patches.  

 The cutting of vegetation should be done in a patchwork of 30-50m sections on a two or three year 
rotation, cutting one bank only in each section in any one year, leaving the opposite bank untouched. 

 Patches of vegetation should extend at least 2m from the water’s edge and in the cut areas a fringe of 
vegetation should be left at the water’s edge at all times.  

 When cutting streamside vegetation, cutting blades should be set high (15cm) so as to retain some 
cover for the water voles. 

 The cut vegetation should be removed so as to avoid a build-up of nutrients; this may enable small 
flowering plants and the finer grasses to compete with the more vigorous grasses.  

 Streamside vegetation should be cut outside of the water vole breeding season (which can start in 
March and extend into September/early October) – ideally delay cutting until late autumn.  
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7.3 Invasive species 
 
A number of the non-native invasive species are known to cast deep shade over waterways and this is one of 
the reasons why it is important to try and control them.  
 
During the site visit, the presence of Japanese knotweed was discussed. Some issues with this species 
include; shading of waterways and bankside vegetation and out-competing native species. In the winter the 
plant dies back which leads to exposure of bare ground which contributes to bank erosion and subsequently 
soil particles being washed into the stream channel. This eventually leads to vegetation growth in the middle of 
the waterway and this will often lead to a decrease in the flow of the water.  
 

 This is already being tackled by Swale Borough Council. 
 

 
7.4 Sections of stream which dry up 
 
The stream is already fairly shallow so any in channel vegetation is likely to influence the water levels. In 
addition to this abstraction for public water supply may cause low flow.  
 

 Selective mid-channel weed/vegetation clearance could help in these areas, however not all should be 
removed and a margin at the bank side should be left.  
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8.0 Recap of management recommendations 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Louise Allen - Trainee Water for Wildlife 
louise.allen@kentwildlife.org.uk 

July 2014

Stonebridge pond has some margins which 
are not accessible to too many people and 
some of them have a good fringe of 
vegetation. It also provides some deeper 
water and undisturbed areas. 

Shady areas which could be managed 
by selective coppicing 

Japanese knotweed – 
being controlled Sections of stream that dry up 

Bankside vegetation strips – 
manage rotationally as 
described above. 

Shallow and pebbly 
– good for a number 
of invertebrates 

This is also a nice section with a range 
of aquatic plants and bankside 
vegetation – some rotational 
management may also benefit here. 

mailto:louise.allen@kentwildlife.org.uk
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