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Welcome to the latest edition 
of Hop Gossip!  
 
Love is in the air this year at 
ARC. I have double congratu-
lations to hand out! Our Weald 
Reserves Manager Rob Free 
and his fiancé Maggie are get-
ting married in July and Doro-
thy Wright our Species Coor-
dinator and GCN Officer is 
getting married to Ben Driver 
in September. Best of luck to 
all! 
 
We have been very busy here 
at ARC since the last issue of 
Hop Gossip! There is lots to 
read about in this edition. 
 
This issues feature is about 
the results of the first three 
years of NARRS survey data. 
The results are very interest-
ing and at times surprising. It 
clearly demonstrates the need 
for sufficient data which allows 
us to investigate causes of 
decline and ensure speciesô 
survival into the future. 

On a lighter note I met Louise 
Wilson at the Herpetofauna 
Workers Meeting in January 
who is the founder and Direc-
tor of Conservation Dogs. Her 
article on page 8 is well worth 
a read! 

We have been doing lots on 
the amphibian front including 
getting involved in óThe Big 
Swabô (see page 9) and the 
results of óThe Great Easter 
Newt Huntô are in. You can 
see them on page 15. 

I hope you all have a great 
summer and whilst you are 
out enjoying the garden spare 
a thought for our native herps 
and consider ways to make 
your garden an inviting habitat 
for them to enjoy. 

Every year there seems to be something odd about the weather ï this 
year, for much of the country, spring was fairly dry; confusing both am-
phibians and amphibian watchers alike. We normally wait for that first 
wet spell in late February/ March (depending where you live) to draw out 
common toads in larger numbers to head to their breeding ponds. This 
year the óToad Crossing Signsô were out at my local toad óhot spotô but 
activity was remarkably low ï then a late flush of rain in early May sud-
denly started amphibians rushing all over the place. 
 
So too with reptiles ï our surveyors are reporting that with the hot dry 
start to the year the weather is making them harder to see, and is bring-
ing with it the threat of fires that are so damaging to our reptile popula-
tions. We are all used to these vagaries ï the variations in weather that 
make drawing the ôannual life cycle diagramsô in our handbooks so tricky 
to do ï but this all highlights just how óweather dependentô our amphibi-
ans and reptiles are and how much the prevailing conditions affect all 
aspects of their lives. In turn this makes us wonder exactly how they will 
respond to climate change and how this will affect the herpetofauna in 
our back garden. 
 
As the animals begin their new season of activity, work at ARC and the 
activities of people involved with amphibian and reptile conservation also 
shifts its emphasis. During the winter months our ódirect conservation 
actionô tends to be focused on the larger scale work such as scrub and 
tree management and pond creation and restoration, both on our nature 
reserves and on land owned and managed by others; as spring turns to 
summer we become more involved in survey and other forms of man-
agement such as controlling bracken or creating open ground for sand 
lizard egg-laying or firebreaks.   
 
However, much of our other work is driven by other pressures, including 
the timetables of Government departments and their initiatives.  We are 
awaiting the launch of two major biodiversity initiatives in England ï the 
publishing of the óNatural Environment White Paperô and the latest Eng-
land Biodiversity Strategy. These collectively will set the Governmentôs 
biodiversity conservation agenda and how they see it being taken for-
ward. We are also awaiting the outcome of the consultations to develop 
a new Natural Environment Framework in Wales and a Land Use Strate-
gy in Scotland, and to see the impact that these will have on nature con-
servation practice in these countries. By this time next year we may see 
a very different approach to nature conservation across the UK.  It is 
likely that we will see a greater emphasis on ôecosystemsô both in terms 
of the scale at which conservation is taken forward and on the value that 
such systems provide to society, such as flood control, carbon capture 
and providing areas for recreation. We need to be cautious about how 
this may affect our herpetofauna. We are also working with other NGOs 
to try to positively influence the outcome of Governmental reviews of 
regulations governing the environment and the óRed Tape Challengeô. 
While some simplification may be beneficial ,we are stressing that good 
regulation is essential for nature conservation. 
 
And just as we go to press we are about to embark on a new project in 
London run jointly with the London Wildlife Trust, Londonôs environmen-
tal records centre (GiGL) and the London Amphibian & Reptile Group.  
Funded for one year by the Heritage Lottery Fund, our Connecting Lon-
donôs Amphibian and Reptile Environments (CLARE) project is looking 
to find out more about the distribution of herpetofauna across the capital 
and give more people in London the opportunity to learn more about 
them. 
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Copies are available from ARC at £3.00 (for postage and packaging.) Bulk orders can be negotiated at 
enquiries@arc -trust.org. It is also available to download in PDF format at www.arc -trust.org.  

New CLARE Project Officer in post  

In the last issue of Hop Gossip we reported that we were successful in a bid to The Heritage Lot-
tery Fund for a year long project in London called CLARE (Connecting Londonôs Amphibian & 
Reptile Environments). The project involves working with the London Wildlife Trust and GiGL 
(Greenspace information for Greater London). The campaign will involve wide public participa-
tion and education in wildlife recording and will raise the profile and understanding of reptiles 
and amphibians and their distribution within Greater London. Interviews for the post took place 
earlier this year and we are delighted to introduce Sophie Hinton, our CLARE Project Officer.  
 
Hello everybody! Iôm very excited to introduce myself as Sophie, the 
CLARE Project Officer and the newest member of ARCôs team.  
After studying Biology as an undergraduate at the University of 
Leeds, I went on to gain a Masters degree in Biodiversity and Con-
servation. I developed a thorough appreciation of all aspects of wild-
life conservation but it was my research in Belize which sparked my 
passion for amphibians and reptiles in particular. I spent some time 
researching two understudied and endangered frog species in the 
tropical forest in an attempt to understand the reasons for their de-
cline in number.  
 
Before CLARE, I worked for the Avon Wildlife Trust, motivating the 
public to take action for wildlife and assisting in efforts to guide wild-
life conservation planning and policy. From my experience, amphibi-
ans and reptiles suffer from having a much lower public profile than 
some of our other native animal groups. With the CLARE Project, I 
want to achieve new heights by raising public awareness and un-
derstanding of herpetofauna in the London region. I look forward to 
the busy year ahead; collecting data, creating new habitats and in-
spiring people to take action for amphibians and reptiles, ultimately 
contributing to their conservation for years to come.  

Amphibian Habitat Management Handbook - Now available!  

Production of the Amphibian Habitat Management Hand-
book was funded by the Esmeé Fairbairn Foundation as part 
of Amphibian and Reptile Conservationôs Widespread 
Species Project. 
 

The seven amphibian species native to Great Britain present 
a range of conservation challenges and opportunities. Most 
of these species are widely distributed and two of these, the 
great crested newt and common toad, are listed as priorities 
under the UK Biodiversity Action Plan (BAP). The natterjack 
toad and pool frog are also conservation priorities due to 
their rarity. 
 

The handbook is a resource for a range of people involved 
in amphibian conservation including site managers, 
community groups, government staff, ecological consultants 
and volunteers. 
 

This ARC publication draws upon over twenty years of 
knowledge gained managing habitat for rare amphibians. It 
also benefits from the collective experience of the UK herpe-
tofauna conservation community including Amphibian & 
Reptile Groups, site managers and dedicated individuals. 



 

 

After the findings of the recent NARRS report (see feature on pages 10 - 
11) we had a flurry of media activity who picked up on the fact that ad-
ders (Vipera berus) and common toads (Bufo bufo) are in decline. 
 

Dr John Wilkinson (ARCôs Research & Monitoring Officer) did numerous 
regional radio interviews and also some filming for the BBC Earth News 
website to talk about the decline in amphibians & reptiles. See http://
news.bbc.co.uk/earth/hi/earth_news/newsid_9405000/9405801.stm  
 

Former ARC Dorset Reserves Community Officer Rowland Griffin and 
ARC Dorset Field Officer Chris Dresh spent a very long day (in less than 
ideal weather) searching for adders to film for BBCôs The One Show. 
Patience and perseverance paid off in the end! 
 

Gary Powell (ARCôs Senior Reserves Manager) spent the day with BBC 
Newsround, much to his young sons delight, filming for óLeahôs Wild 
Five!ô  
 

Chris Dresh was also called upon to catch a sand lizard (Lacerta agilis) from one of our reserves for 
Chris Packhamôs TV series óThe truth about wildlife.ô The lizard then went on to Avon Heath Country 
Park to become part of the sand lizard captive breeding programme. 

 

ARC in the media  
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Chris Packham with male sand lizard 

Filming for óThe One Show.ô Filming for óNewsround.ô 

Species Officer for Wales  
 

Mark Barber, a graduate of Swansea University and based in Swansea, is just coming to the 
end of his spell as ARCôs Species Officer for Wales. Funding was secured from the Voda-
fone World of Difference UK programme, which provides the opportunity for applicants to 
work for a UK charity of their choice for two months. Mark applied to work for ARC and out 
of the 11,000+ applications he was one of the lucky 500 to receive sponsorship. The posi-
tion involved promoting ARC and the conservation of reptiles and amphibians at shows 
and local events within Wales. 

 

As well as promoting herps, Mark has been 
providing training in identification and survey tech-
niques and habitat management for members of 
the public and wildlife conservation organisations. 
Furthermore his role included assessing the sta-
tus of the widespread species (including the pro-
tected great crested newt) using computer model-
ling. Survey work is being undertaken with local 
volunteers to ground truth the modelsô predic-
tions. 
 

Mark will be writing an article about his time with 
ARC for the next edition of Hop Gossip but until 
then you can follow Mark on his blog, see 
http://worldofdifference.vodafone.co.uk/blogs/
mark -barber/ and Twitter 
http://twitter.com/#!/ARCTrustWaleshttp://
twitter.com/#!/ARCTrustWales  
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5 Mark in the field.  



 

In the field  

Crooksbury Common  
By Rob Free - Weald Reserves Manager  
 
Crooksbury Common is owned by Guildford Borough Council.  Many years 
ago it was leased to the Forestry Commission so that timber might be grown 
on what was seen at the time as valueless heathland.  By the time the British 
Herpetological Societyôs Conservation Committee first surveyed the site in 

the early 1970s only a very small relict of heathland remained on a dry, south-facing slope 
where Scots pines and other planted conifers were faring less well.  Surprisingly, on this 
heathland patch of no more than an acre, smooth snakes were discovered.  Over many 
years, the Committee, and later ARC, restored and extended the heathland working close-
ly with the Forestry Commission.  The Commission generously added more and more land 
to ARCôs management agreement area as plantation was harvested; and now we are 
managing almost 20 hectares of good quality 
heathland habitat.  The site was designated a 
SSSI in 1986 (Puttenham and Crooksbury Com-
mons), although the designated area is smaller 
than the area of heathland ARC manages due to 
subsequent restoration work. 
 
ARC has re-introduced sand lizards and natterjack 
toads to Crooksbury over the years.  The sand liz-

ards have fared very well and are present in good 
numbers throughout the site.  The natterjacks have 

Sand Management  
By Chris Dresh - Dorset Field Officer  
 

The sand management programme usually takes place during the first two weeks of May. 
At this time of year, reptiles are out of hibernation but the ground nesting birds havenôt start-
ed to lay eggs and the sand lizards havenôt started to burrow.  

 
Sand lizards (Lacerta agilis) require bare sand with a sunny aspect to lay a 
clutch of around 6-10 eggs in. These hatch 7-10 weeks later. New areas of 
bare sand are created, or previously created patches are maintained, to 
keep them open and prevent them from healing over. Some areas are pur-
posefully left to heal over as this benefits a large amount of invertebrate 
species that also require a similar sandy habitat.   

 
As this yearôs program pro-
gressed, it became apparent that 
time was against us. Due to the 
unusually warm and dry March 
and April, the emergence of all the reptile species was slightly early, 
allowing sand lizard courtship to take place earlier than usual. Bur-
rowing normally starts at the end of May but this year reports were 
coming in during the first week of May. Also accompanied by un-
seasonably hot spring months is, of course, the risk of fires and the 
strips can also be utilised as fire breaks. All the areas of new sand 
created are carried out on pre-mown areas and this is done in the 
winter months to make the impact on reptile and bird species mini-

mal.  

  
We used a whole range of different techniques this year, ranging from simple hand turfed sand 
patches to the maintenance of existing areas using a tractor mounted rotovator. The creation of new 
extensive areas was achieved by a tractor and a mounted blade. 
 
On completion of this yearôs programme 4.14 miles of sand have been maintained and 2.31 miles 
of new sand has been created on a total of fifteen Dorset reserves. This is just in time as it seems 
like a real possibility of a two-clutch year. Letôs hope so! 
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Female sand lizard burrowing. 
Photo: Nick Moulton (ARC) 

óBlading.ô Photo: Chris Dresh (ARC) 

Digging a scrape. Photo: Rob Free (ARC) 
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struggled, despite the presence of two purpose-made 
concrete saucer ponds and one larger pond in the natural 
sand substrate.  So, in April 2011 three additional saucer 
ponds were dug in a wet part of the heath and the existing 
large pond was re-profiled to provide extensive shallow 
areas.  This will give the natterjacks a greater range of 
good quality breeding ponds (some of the old ponds have 
unfortunately become Labrador bathing areas and are 
rather too turbid).  This work was generously grant aided 
by the Million Ponds Project. 
 

Crooksbury Common is open access land and is located 

at grid SU888455 about 3 miles east of Farnham, Surrey.   

 

Habitat management for natterjacks in Cumbria  
By Bill Shaw - Cumbria Natterjack Officer  
 
Cumbria is the stronghold of the natterjack toad in the UK and, because of this, a lot of 
effort has gone in over the years to bolster and expand the populations within the county. 
 

In the majority of cases, the habitat management work is fairly rou-
tine, involving creating new breeding pools or improving existing 
pools by clearing encroaching scrub (which tends to favour the com-
mon toad, a competitor to the Natterjack). Last winter, however, 
ARC undertook a rather different task on the Grune Peninsula near 
Silloth in North Cumbria. We are very grateful to the Area of Out-
standing Natural Beautyôs (AONB) Sustainable Development Fund 
who funded the project. 
 

The job involved enlisting the help of volunteers from the Solway 
Coast AONB and a digger! The problem that needed addressing 
was that two breeding pools were being inundated with salt water during very high tides, which occur 
about five times a year in the spring and autumn.  The tide was getting in because there was a low sec-
tion in a shingle ridge (see photo 1) and the task was to fill this in. Natterjacks, like other amphibians, can 
tolerate a little bit of salinity, but these pools were just too salty. 
 

It was a great dayôs work, which involved a lot of both physical and mental effort along the way.   
The series of photos show the three stage process: filling the gap with shingle, covering it with turves so 
as to consolidate it, and then staking down chicken wire on the top so as to hold it in place until the turves 
knit together to form a continuous mat.  
 

In the natterjack world, breeding success is gauged by whether they spawn in a pool in the spring, and 
whether we find toadlets, the proof of successful metamorphosis. So far this season, spawn has been laid 
in the pools.  So weôve achieved partial success.  Fingers crossed for toadlets! 

1 2 3 4 

1. Tidal Breach, 2. Filling the gap with shingle, 3. Laying the turves on the top, 4. Staking down the chicken wire. 
(Above right) The work party. All Photos: Bill Shaw (ARC) 

The same scrape filling naturally with rain water. 
Photo: Rob Free (ARC) 



  

Wagtail UK  

 

 

 
 

Conservation Dogs is the first UK based dog training organisation to 
pioneer the concept of using detection dogs to sniff out rare animal 
species, and their signs (scats or droppings or carcasses or nests), 
in the field to aid researchers in their goals of ecological research, 
management and conservation. 
 

The dogsô incredible sense of smell and their ability to discern indi-
vidual scents, even when they are masked by other odours, are 
some of the reasons why Louise Wilson, founder and director of 
Conservation Dogs, started to diversify into the area of conservation.  
 

Conservation Dogs is also proving highly successful for a growing num-
ber of commercial organisations.  For example, a pest control company keen to establish its ógreen cre-
dentialsô has turned to dogs to sniff out entry and exit points for problem mice infestation cases. Other or-
ganisations that are keen to establish the extent of bat mortalities through certain physical impacts can 
use dogs to sniff out the small carcasses.  Hotels and hospitals could soon be able to enlist the support of 
these conservation dogs in sniffing out problems such as bed bugs.  
 

Wildlife research and monitoring projects  

Wildlife detection dogs have been used for many years and the literature rec-
ords successful and safe detection of animals including: desert tortoise, kiwi, 
kakapo, brown tree snake and seals. Conservation Dogôs 2011 project is to 
train the first great crested newt detection dog. This innovative and pioneer-
ing project is to offer ecologists and conservationists a new tool to use in as-
sessing great crested newt presence and to assist in increasing the number 
of relocations of this species from one area to another, either for develop-
ment or conservation purposes.  We are undergoing licensing and qualifi-
cations required to work with great crested newts and ecologists. 

 

Conservation detection dogs are 
a non-invasive and non-biased 
search method to use in detect-
ing elusive animals, particularly 
those in low abundance. As well 
as being capable of detecting 
animal nests and dens in a safe and efficient way, there is 
minimal disturbance to the animals themselves. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

If youôre interested in using conservation dogs for your project 
please contact us 
Conservation Dogs is a Trading name of Wagtail UK Ltd  
www.wagtailuk.com  
www.conservationdogs.com  
louise.wilson@conservationdogs.com   01745561166 

Conservation Detection Dogs  
By Louise Wilson - Wagtail UK Ltd 

Louise in Africa - training dogs to 
detect cheetah scat. 

Twister - bat detection 
dog. 

(Above) Luna - pine marten scat 
detection dog. 

Archie - the mice detection dog 
trained for pest control giants 
Mitie with Helen Evans, Louise 
Wilson - Head of Training,   
Rhiannon Atkin and handler 
Alan Johnson. 

(Below) Great crested newt  
detection dog in training 
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Institute of Zoology & Zoological Society of London  

Road salt implicated in mass mortality of great 
crested newts  
By Katie Colvile (Zoological Society of London)  
  

In late March 2010, approximately 75 great crested newt carcasses 
were found in a railway station car park in Cumbria; the newts ap-
peared to have died during their spring migration from nearby hiber-
nation sites on their way to a large breeding pond behind the station. 
Road salt had been laid in the car park two weeks previously, during 
an unusually late period of freezing weather, and there was circum-
stantial evidence that residual road salt in the car park had caused 
these newt deaths. The incident was recently described in the Veter-
inary Record (Duff, J. P., Colvile, K., Foster, J., Dumphreys, N. Mass 
mortality of great crested newts [Triturus cristatus] on ground treated 

with road salt. Veterinary Record 168 (10) p.282). There are a few 
anecdotal reports of UK amphibian mortality associated with road 
salting. 
 
As in this case, incidents tend to occur when an unusually late period of freezing weather is swiftly 
followed by much milder temperatures. We would like to raise awareness of the apparent potential 
for road salt to negatively impact amphibians, and recommend that judicious caution is exercised in 
the use of road salt near amphibian migration routes, particularly in March and April; road mainte-
nance contractors should be aware of this risk. We would be interested to hear about any future 
incidents of suspected salt poisoning: please email amphibian@zsl.org .  

Photo: Katie Colvile (ZSL) 

The Big Swab 2011  
 
With funding from Defra, scientists from the Zoological Society of London (ZSL) have been working 
with volunteers from the Amphibian & Reptile Groups of the UK (ARG UK) and ARC this spring to 
swab more than 6,000 amphibians. The swabs will determine whether or not the killer fungal infec-
tion chytrid (Batrachochytrium dendrobatidis) is present in populations across the UK. 
 
 The non-native chytrid fungus causes the disease chytridiomycosis and 

thickens the skin of amphibians which prevents the transfer of vital 
salts across it. The skin itself acts as an organ which is used to 
drink and also to breathe. The disease was discovered in 1998 by 
an international team of scientists led by ZSL. It is thought to have 
originated in Africa when African clawed frogs were being used for 
pregnancy testing. These frogs were exported for use in labs all 

over the world. 

 
 
More than 200 ponds will be surveyed between April and 
June this year which is double the amount of ponds that 
were visited in 2008. Volunteers have been taking DNA sam-
ples from 30 amphibians at each site by swabbing common 
toads, natterjack toads, all three species of native newts and 
any non-native species encountered such as the alpine newt 
and marsh frog. The samples will be analysed in ZSLôs la-
boratories to check for the chytrid fungus. 
 
ñChytrid has had devastating effects on amphibian popula-
tions across the globe, even causing some species to be-
come extinct. It is essential that we understand where the 
fungus occurs in the UK so that we can identify the toads 
and newts that are under threat from succumbing to the dis-
easeò said Freya Smith, scientific coordinator of the survey 
at ZSL. 
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(Above left) Swabbing a newt.  
Photo: Dorothy Wright (ARC) 
(Above) ARC staff and Jon Crewe 
during one of the swabbing days. 
Photo: John Buckley (ARC) 
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NARRS so faré 
By Dr. John Wilkinson - Research & Monitoring Officer 
& Andy Arnell - GIS & Data Officer 
 
 
In the last issue of Hop Gossip, we showed you a table with a sneak preview of the first batch of The Na-
tional Amphibian and Reptile Recording Scheme (NARRS) data, received from surveys carried out be-
tween 2007 and 2009. The full report is now available from the ARC website, see http://www.arc -
trust.org/downloads/NARRS_Report_2007 -2009.pdf  
 

There was quite a lot of media interest in the report, following the information that the adder is now our 
rarest widespread (and most threatened!) reptile, with our Research and Monitoring Officer, Dr John Wil-
kinson, doing some 16 or so radio interviews in the course of two days! Reaction, however, was mixed, 
with some reporters showing concern for their local adders with others wondering what the fuss was 
about ï and some even suggesting that it might be a good thing! ARC staff took care to talk about the 
value of adders to the ecosystem - both as predators and for their intrinsic value ï and to say that de-
clines in adders reflect the greater problems with habitat loss and connectivity that are occurring in many 
parts of the UK. If you compare the maps below, youôll see that adders were recorded in very few 
NARRS squares, especially compared to grass snakes, though adders can be found much further north 
(into Scotland). 
 

It should also be noted that, although grass snakes are our commonest snake, they come only third in 
NARRS Reptile Surveys after common lizards and slow-worms ï so we should probably be concerned 
about grass snakes too! As a wide-ranging animal of the British countryside (they are the most mobile of 
our herpetofauna), we might expect them to be able to find patches of suitable habitat in most areas. But 
they are almost certainly suffering from loss of suitable habitat, including hibernation and egg-laying 
sites, too, as well as from the loss of toad populations (which are important as prey) in central and south-
ern Lowland England. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Locations of NARRS reptile survey squares  
2007 ï 2009.  

The adder (Vipera 
berus) is now by far 
our rarest wide-
spread reptile. 
Photo: Chris Dresh 
(ARC) 

The grass snake (Natrix 
natrix) is our most com-
mon snake but should we 
be concerned about them 
too? Photo: Chris Dresh 
(ARC) 

Smooth snake 
(Coronella austriaca) 
Habitat is limited to 
heathland in Dorset, 
Hampshire & Surrey 

with a reintroduction 
project in Devon. 

Photo: Chris Gleed-Owen 


