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Water vole         
Arvicola amphibius

Other Names: Water rat

Description
This charismatic mammal has dark chestnut-brown fur, a blunt-rounded nose, small black eyes and short rounded (almost 
hidden) ears. The water vole measures around 140 to 220mm head to body, its hair-covered tail adding an extra 95-140mm.  
They are active during the day, and can often be seen sitting on their hind feet feeding on plant stalks held by their front paws.     

The water vole has been made famous through the ‘Ratty’ character in ‘The Wind in the Willows’ book by Kenneth Grahame. 
But sadly, they have undergone the most serious decline of any wild mammal in Britain during the 20th Century; between 1989 
and 1998, the population fell by almost 90%! (Source: PTES).  

What they eat
They eat a wide range of bankside vegetation including grasses, common reeds, sedges, roots, tree bark and fruit.  
Occasionally insects and other small invertebrates may be eaten.    

Where and when to see them
 z Water voles can be seen all year round, living along rivers, streams, reens, dykes, ditches, around ponds and lakes, and in 

marshes, reedbeds and wet moorland. 

 z Look out for field signs revealing the presence of water voles. They create burrows in steep grassy banks with an area of 
short nibbled grass (a ‘lawn’) at the entrance. They also deposit shiny rounded, cigar-shaped droppings in latrines, and 
often create piles of nibbled grass and stems showing a distinctive 45 degree angled cut.  

 z Listen carefully, water voles often dive into water when disturbed making a characteristic ‘plop’ sound.  

!Take care near waterbodies! 

Legal status
Water voles are fully protected under Schedule 5 & 9 of the Wildlife & Countryside Act 1981, making it an offence to 
intentionally damage or obstruct access to water vole burrows. They are also listed under Section 7 of the Environment 
(Wales) Act, 2016, as a Species of Principal Importance in Wales.

Field signs to look for
Water voles leave very clear field signs if you know what to look for.

Feeding signs 
Water voles create piles of nibbled grass and stems (c.8cm long) showing a distinctive 45 degree angled cut to their ends.

Droppings
Droppings are often left in piles called latrines.  They have no smell and have rounded tips and look like large tic-tacs.   

Burrows
Burrows appear as a series of holes along the bank at various heights, including below the water level. They are 
typically wider than they are high with a diameter of c. 4-8cm.  
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Footprints
Water vole footprints tend to splay out on soft ground and look star-like.

Plop sound
Listen out for the characteristic plop sound of a water vole.

Similar species
The water vole can be confused with brown rats that also often live near waterbodies.

Brown rat (Rattus norvegicus)

Brown rats are very abundant in Great Britain and are found a wide variety of habitats, typically in association with humans!  
Here is how they compare to water voles.  

Water voles Brown rats

Water voles are the largest of the voles in the UK.  They can 
grow up to 22cm (head and body length) with a 14cm tail.   
They weigh between 150 to 300g.   

Grow up to 27cm (head & body length), and 24cm (tail 
length).  They weigh up to 300g (although can be much 
bigger)

Has dark chestnut-brown fur. Is more grey-brown colour.

Has a rounded face with a short and blunt nose, and small, 
inconspicuous ears

Has a long slender face with a long pointy nose, and 
prominent ears that stick up above its head.

Looks chubby. Much more slender looking.

Shorter hairy tail.  Very long, scaly and mostly hairless tail.

Eat a wide range of bankside vegetation.  They often create 
piles of nibbled grass and stems (c.8cm long) showing a 
distinctive 45 degree angled cut to their ends.

Brown rats will eat almost anything including cereals, fruit, 
insects, birds and their eggs, small mammals and food 
scraps.  

Shiny rounded, cigar-shaped droppings (they look like large 
tic-tacs) deposited in piles (called latrines).  No strong smell.  

Droppings of brown rat are variable (depending on what has 
been consumed), but are usually blackish with pointy tips, 
and have an unpleasant smell.  

Burrows appear as a series of holes along the bank at 
various heights, including below the water level. They are 
typically wider than they are high with a diameter of c. 
4-8cm.  

Create burrows of a similar size but are often linked by runs 
along the bank, and will leave excavated soil in front of 
entrance.  

Good swimmer, and will dive underwater if alarmed.  Swim very well, but do not dive underwater when disturbed.  

Other mammals associated with aquatic environments are much larger, but it is worth noting their characteristics in case they 
are encountered.  

Otter (Lutra lutra)
The otter is a large semi-aquatic mammal with a long streamlined body, a long powerful cylindrical tail, short legs, and 
large webbed feet. They can measure up to c. 1.5m long and can weigh up to 12kg. They have a large flat head, and are 
brown in colour with a light brown/creamy-coloured chin and throat.  

In the water, otters are agile swimmers, and on land can run surprisingly fast over short distances.  

Otter droppings (also called spraints or scat) are black and tarry, and often contain fish and amphibian bones, fish scales 
and other animal remains. When fresh, they have a sweet, jasmine –like, fishy odour. They are used as territorial markers and 
are often found on prominent logs, rocks, bridges, storm drains and culverts. A jelly-like substance (anal-jelly) is also often 
deposited in prominent places.  

Otter footprints are large (c. 6cm wide) and have 5 oval toe marks with/without claw impressions. Their large tail may 
also leave an impression on soft ground.  
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American mink (Neovision vison)

American mink are non-native mammals that are now well established throughout the UK. They were originally kept on fur 
farms until they escaped or were intentionally freed in the 1950s. Unfortunately, it is a formidable predator and will feed on 
anything it can catch including ground-nesting birds and water voles.  

It is a small sleek mammal with brown-black fur and narrow ferret-like face. It has a pointy nose, a distinctively pointed 
white chin and white throat (a ‘bib’).    

Mink droppings (also called spraints or scat) are dark, often have a twisted, tapered appearance and contain fur, bones and 
feathers. They usually have a very bad odour. 

Mink footprints often show claw impressions; the claws can often join with the toepad to create a teardrop shaped print.  

Did you know?
Water voles need to eat 80% of their body weight every day. 

Links
ARKive: https://www.arkive.org/water-vole/arvicola-terrestris/

The Mammal Society: https://www.mammal.org.uk/species-hub/full-species-hub/discover-mammals/

People’s Trust for Endangered Species (PTES): https://ptes.org/

The Wildlife Trusts: https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/wildlife-explorer/mammals/water-vole


