
Cayton and Flixton Carrs Wetland Project 
 

Scrape Creation Hints and Tips 
 
Part 1 – What and Why?  - The function of wetland scrapes 
 

• Wader scrapes are also called Temporary Ponds.  

• Their main function on wet grassland sites is to provide wet features in 
the key months of April – June for breeding wading birds, when chicks 
need reliable feeding opportunities. 

• Scrapes can also benefit other biodiversity especially amphibians, 
aquatic plants and invertebrates.  

• On some wet grassland sites natural splash flooding persists from late 
winter into the breeding season, but more often this can dry up by May 
just when the presence of wet features is critical. 

• Enhanced feeding opportunities for waders and their chicks are 
dependent on: 

- very shallow gradients for ease of access and a wide 
‘drawdown’ zone of damp muddy shoreline. 

- short marginal vegetation, due to grazing or grass growth 
retarded by temporary flooding. 

- bare mud and shallow water margins for feeding on surface-
active invertebrates and aquatic larvae etc. 

- open aspect with clear sight-lines for birds to see approaching 
predators. Scrapes close to trees and hedge lines and those 
with steeper sides or spoil heaps remaining around the 
perimeter are less favoured by waders.) 

 

  
     A scrape brimful in March and another one in June showing drawdown zone 
 

• Artificial scrapes should mimic the way water naturally lies on the fields 
in wetter months. Size and shape can vary across a site, which has two 
benefits: firstly it tends to create a range of habitats, smaller features 
yielding wet mud feeding areas earlier on and larger ones holding 
water until later; secondly it will probably look less visually intrusive.  

• They should be located in hollows or low spots where possible, 
emphasising natural damp areas such that they prolong the presence 
of splash flooding through the nesting season. Consideration is given 



to practical issues of livestock and management operations, avoiding 
high traffic areas. 

• Perimeter is more important than area, as the muddy fringe is the key 
feeding habitat. Scrapes should dry out over a period of weeks or 
months as water tables ‘draw down’. This progressively exposes wet 
bare mud with rich foraging opportunities for chicks. 

• Drawdown happens naturally as springtime weather warms up but in 
some cases can be effected by water level control structures on site. In 
special cases a scrape may have its own water level control structure, 
with levels lowered artificially.  

 

 
Retarded grass growth around scrapes as winter floods recede in March. 

 

  
      Grazing has kept this scrape open until July while sluices have maintained a high water  
table in the field.  

 

 
 



Part 2 – How?  - Practical issues for excavating scrapes 
 

 
    

Scrapes under construction showing irregular margins and rough surface finish 

 
 

• The aim is to create a scrape with a very gradual slope from surrounding 
field level to a maximum depth of 40 or 50cm. Average depth 25-30cm. 
Multiple sumps are beneficial, such that the scrape breaks up into 
several smaller pools as water levels drop. (see fig 1.) 

• RSPB guidance suggests 20m2 minimum, on Cayton and Flixton Carrs 
sites they typically range between 100m2 and 1000m2. 

• Margins should be sinuous and irregular to increase perimeter. A simple 
way to measure out scrape areas is to mark a rectangle of the desired 
area, but when excavating superimpose small embayments and 
promontories, some leaving untouched ground within and some 
extending beyond the nominal boundary. (see fig1) 

 

FIG 1. Example of a 250m2 scrape based on a 10x25m rectangle. 
 

• A rough lumpy finish to the base of the scrape is desirable. (There is no 
need to create a perfectly smooth graded finish, or a series of shelves as 
might be made for a landscaped garden pond!) Shallow shoals or ridges 
may be left in the bed of the scrape to add variation or additional material 
removed to form several sumps or low spots. 



• Where features span one or more modern field drains, and the stone fill 
is exposed in the base of the scrape, this may be left undisturbed. 
Shallow gravel ‘shoals’ in parts of the scrape may benefit aquatic plants. 

• Spoil should not be placed around the perimeter such that it forms a distinct 
ridge or berm as this will discourage wading birds, which need clear sight-
lines from feeding margins. 

• Spoil may be graded thinly (max 100mm) on adjacent ground where it will 
be broken down by weathering, or led away to use elsewhere, perhaps 
filling low spots in gateways or access points. Where possible avoid filling in 
natural dips and hollows in the field as this is counter productive where they 
form damp features in their own right. 

• Elongated features, akin to shallow gutters are sometimes used as 
scrape features or to connect scrapes. They are also called foot-drains. 
4m is a sensible minimum width for these to keep gradients shallow.  

 
 

About the Cayton and Flixton Carrs Wetland Project 
 

- Located in the Vale of Pickering near Scarborough, North Yorkshire.  
- A partnership project funded by Natural England, the Environment Agency, the 

RSPB, Scarborough Borough Council and North Yorkshire County Council. 
- Working with local farms to protect and enhance biodiversity and archaeology on 

the floodplain of the Rivers Hertford and Derwent.  
- Peat soils in parts of the Vale attest to a much wetter prehistoric landscape, most 

famously represented by Star Carr near Seamer, site of a Mesolithic settlement.  
- Eleven farm sites entered into Higher Level Stewardship agreements under the 

umbrella of the Cayton and Flixton Carrs Wetland Project, between 2006 and 
2011.  

- These ten sites account for 330 hectares of wet grassland restoration, where 
farm subsidies encourage lower intensity livestock farming and carefully 
managed water levels in drainage ditches to keep spring-time water tables near 
ground level.  

- The wet fields with shallow seasonal water features are a magnet for ground-
nesting wading birds and also benefit a range of other wetland and farmland 
species. 

- The Project Officer role is focussed on advocacy work with landowners and 
facilitating practical habitat restoration. 
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