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Local Wildlife Sites

For Amphibians and Reptiles
This note was produced by John Poland and Rachel Hardy, Hampshire Amphibian & Reptile Group, based on a workshop at the Herpetofauna Workers Meeting in January 2009 and subsequently developed.  It refers to policy areas in England and these are likely to be revised and so any application needs to be considered in light of policy circumstances at that time.  However the general principles relating to identification of important local sites for herpetofauna may be more widely applicable.
January 2011
Summary

· Local Wildlife Sites recognise areas important to biodiversity and nature conservation. 
· Selection is based on nature conservation but may also include social community and amenity values.

· They should represent a comprehensive site protection system (working in conjunction with statutory [legally] protected sites, which protect a representative set of the best wildlife sites).
· The importance of non-statutory sites is recognised in the Government’s UK Biodiversity Action Plan and in planning policy.
· They help fulfil legislative requirements (e.g. The Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2010).

· They are designated by local sites partnerships 

· Amphibian and Reptile Groups are essential to the Local Wildlife Site selection process, developing selection criteria and providing information about herpetofauna.
What are Local Wildlife Sites?

Local Wildlife Sites are designated within an administrative area in recognition of their substantive nature conservation value (wildlife or geology). Planning authorities adopt policies to protect locally important sites (as well as nationally important statutory sites and protected species). Such sites have no statutory basis (i.e. they are not legally designated) but they are intended to have an appropriate degree of protection (Defra, 2006). Local Wildlife Sites may be on public or private land.
There are over 42,000 Local Wildlife Sites in England alone (Lawton et al., 2010).  Local Wildlife Sites are more numerous than the combined total of National Nature Reserves (NNRs), Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs), Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) and other protected areas, and they cover a greater land area. Local Wildlife Sites complement statutory (legally) designated sites, which protect a representative set of the best wildlife sites.  

	Type of designation
	Sites

	Statutory
Protects a representative set of the best wildlife and geological features


	Special Protection Areas

Special Areas of Conservation
Ramsar Sites

National Nature Reserves
Sites of Special Scientific Interest

	Non-statutory
Identifies a more comprehensive set of sites of substantive nature conservation value
	Local Sites (Local Wildlife Sites and Local Geological Sites)
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Local (Wildlife) Site is the name preferred by Defra, but there are a variety of others: Biological Heritage Site, City Wildlife Site, County Wildlife Site, Wildlife Site, Site of Importance for Nature Conservation, Site of Nature Conservation Importance, Key Wildlife Site.
Note that Local Nature Reserves (LNRs) are a separate wildlife designation. LNRs are legally designated by a Local Authority under Section 21 of the National Parks and Access to the Countryside Act 1949 on land which they either own or lease. LNRs have high or reasonable natural interest locally, are managed to conserve their special wildlife interest (often with community involvement), and are enjoyed by the public often through a high degree of public access.  The designation of a Local Wildlife Site on local authority land lends weight to establishing the high or reasonable natural interest required for LNR designation.
	Local Sites are a government performance indicator

	Local Sites are an indicator (under review) for the performance of local authorities with regard to biodiversity.  National Indicator 197 (Improved local biodiversity) measures the proportion of Local Sites where positive conservation management is being achieved.


What is the Role of a Local Wildlife Site?
A review of Local Sites carried out under the former Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions defined the objectives of a Local Sites system as to:

· Ensure the conservation, maintenance and enhancement of species and habitats of substantive nature conservation value.

· Select all areas of substantive value.
· Include the most important and the most distinctive species and habitats within a national, regional and local context. 
· Include sites with an important role in contributing to the public enjoyment of nature conservation.
More recent guidance on identification, selection and management of Local Sites (Defra, 2006) reiterates the above, but also includes a summary table, given below.
Statutory designations such as SSSIs and NNRs cover only a representative set of the best wildlife sites, so Local Wildlife Sites must fill the gap by recognising all remaining areas of substantive wildlife value.  Local wildlife site designation is non-statutory but it recognises the high value of a site for wildlife. Many sites are of county, and often regional or national, importance. They are often designated because they support characteristic or threatened species or habitats included in local or national Biodiversity Action Plans.
Government policy gives Local Wildlife Sites an important role in the planning system in England.  Planning Policy Statements (PPS) 9 and 12 state that local development frameworks should identify designated biodiversity sites, including those locally designated.  Planning for Biodiversity and Geological Conservation: A Guide to Good Practice (ODPM, 2006) notes that planning bodies require information on the location and extent of designated sites, including Local Wildlife Sites.  Their importance is recognised by local authorities when considering any relevant planning applications and there is a presumption against granting permission for development that would have an adverse impact on a site. Such measures have been strengthened by the provisions of the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act (NERC) 2006 which requires all public bodies to have regard for the conservation of biodiversity.

	Wildlife Sites (Summary table taken from Defra [2006] Local Sites)

	· Local Sites networks provide a comprehensive rather than representative suite of sites.
· Local Sites provide wildlife refuges for most of the UK’s fauna and flora and through their connecting and buffering qualities, they complement other site networks.

· Local Sites have a significant role to play in meeting overall national biodiversity targets.

· Local Sites represent local character and distinctiveness.
· Local Sites contribute to the quality of life and the well-being of the community, with many sites providing opportunities for research and education.


The wording of legislation and planning guidance has been given more explicit direction by a government commissioned review (Lawton et al., 2010) which concludes that to create a coherent and resilient network of sites for biodiversity, more sites are needed and sites should be bigger, of better quality and better connected.  The Lawton review recognises that Local Wildlife Sites can provide a significant contribution towards these objectives as wildlife refuges in their own right and by linking and protecting designated sites.  Sites with existing biodiversity designations may also be increased in size and quality by recognising neighbouring Local Wildlife Sites.
There is some legal support for habitat connectivity.  Regulation 39 of the The Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2010 states that policies relating to the development and use of land should include policies encouraging habitat connectivity to allow the migration, dispersal and genetic exchange of wild species.  Regulation 39 gives examples of linear features such as rivers and their banks, field boundaries, and stepping stones, such as ponds and small woods.  Local Wildlife Sites are not referred to, but given the limitations of the statutorily protected sites, they provide a means of ensuring habitat connectivity.  

Local Wildlife Sites have a role in the Biodiversity Action Plan process and should be included in local biodiversity Action Plans (DETR Circular 04/01 on the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000).
Local Wildlife Sites can raise awareness and focus conservation advice, action and funding at a local level. Higher Level Stewardship (HLS) is mostly applied to specific target areas, but Local Wildlife Site designation may be a means of bringing further sites within the scope of this funding stream.  HLS schemes often include options that contribute to the management of Local Wildlife Sites.  
In Scotland, Local Wildlife Sites are not intended to support site-based conservation per se, but rather to identify where habitats and species of importance to nature conservation may be found.  In this way they support the BAP process by helping to conserve habitats and species listed in local and Scottish Biodiversity Action Plans and they have a role in planning here, too.
The value of designating Local Wildlife Sites on the basis of protected species (European Protected Species, or widespread reptile species) is sometimes questioned because legal protection has greater leverage than Local Wildlife Site designation.  There are several reasons, however, for designating sites on the basis of protected species:

· To emphasise the value of the site over that of a simple species record.  

· To add species interest features to existing Local Wildlife Sites, which increases the biodiversity importance of those sites.

· To allow the extent of a site used to be defined and recognised to inform the planning system, Biodiversity Action Planning and conservation schemes and agri-environment schemes.

Limitations of Local Sites Systems

There are major weaknesses within the local sites system:

· Local Wildlife Sites have no statutory (legal) protection.

· Wording of legislation and guidance on Local Wildlife Sites can be open to subjective interpretation.

· Organisations and partnerships differ in their approach to Local Wildlife Sites. 

· Local sites partnerships may prefer assessments based on habitats rather than species.

· There are no legal mechanisms to enforce or control management of Local Wildlife Sites.
· Access to survey and monitor species and habitats is dependent on landowner permission.

Although it is worth noting these in consideration of whether, or how, to use the local sites system, they should not detract from such efforts where it is felt that gains can be made.

How are Local Wildlife Sites Selected?
Most counties, unitary authorities or council areas (in Scotland) have a Local Sites Partnership, which is usually led by one or more of the following:
· Local Authority
· Local Biological Records Centre
· Local Biodiversity Action Plan partnership
· Statutory nature conservation agency
· Wildlife Trust
The Local Sites Partnership is responsible for:

· Development of site selection criteria
· Selection and designation of Local Sites

· Informing Local Authorities of Local Sites for inclusion in Local Development Frameworks
A Local Sites Partnership’s involvement of the voluntary and community sectors should be regarded as a key to its success. The involvement of landowners and their representatives is also encouraged. Partners may not, however, be expert herpetologists and this is where ARGs can help.
It is important to clearly define the processes and criteria involved in site selection, using measurable thresholds. Local Sites Partnerships are responsible for establishing site selection criteria. The criteria should be:

· Easy to understand
· Transparent
· Consistent between sites
· Defendable (for example under scrutiny during the planning application process)
Details of site selection should be made publicly available to landowners and Local Planning Authorities (LPAs). Landowners should have the opportunity to comment.  All nature conservation areas, including Local Wildlife Sites, must be identified in Local Development Framework (LDF) proposals maps (see PPS 12), which are subject to public scrutiny, open to examination by planning inspectors and may be appealed in some circumstances.

Monitoring should be completed every 5-10 years to assess the wildlife value of the site for which it was selected (noting that landowners’ permission to access and survey sites is not guaranteed). The Local Sites Partnership can de-select sites if their nature conservation interest deteriorates to such an extent that they no longer qualify as Local Sites.
For further information see Local Sites, Guidance on Their Identification, Selection and Management (Defra, 2006).

What are the Criteria for the Selection of Local Wildlife Sites?

There is no statutory site selection process to follow. Consequently, thresholds for local site criteria, as well as site boundaries, are a matter of judgement.  Guidance from Defra (2006) notes that selection for Local Wildlife Sites should:

· Be founded on national, regional and local (including non-BAP species) biodiversity priorities.  
· Be informed by good knowledge of the natural character of an area.
· Consider local distinctiveness.
· Include all areas of substantive nature conservation value.
· Aim to maintain viable populations.
· Accommodate edge-of-range populations.
· Accommodate the potential benefits of Local Wildlife Sites in creating habitat networks.
In Scotland guidance recommends that sites should be assessed according to each of six factors:

· Species diversity
· Species rarity ( in a national or local context, including those on the Scottish Biodiversity List and those listed as priorities in local BAPs)

· Habitat rarity. This factor refers to the rarity of a habitat within the national and local context
· Habitat naturalness
· Habitat extent

· Connectivity
Development of criteria and a scoring system is presumably the responsibility of local authorities (which have responsibility for local sites partnerships in Scotland), or a delegated body, assisted by an expert panel.
More generally, a great deal of Local Wildlife Site selection is based on habitat criteria. This may be sufficient if the sites selected provide comprehensive recognition of land required to adequately meet species conservation needs.
Some Local Wildlife Site selection criteria for amphibians and reptiles have been developed with reference to those drawn up for SSSI selection or the Key Reptile Site selection system (Froglife, 2009). For reference, these are summarised here.
	SSSI scoring system for amphibian assemblages (Nature Conservancy Council, 1989)

	
	
	Low
	Good
	Exceptional

	Great crested newt
	Seen or netted in day

Counted at night
	< 5

< 10
	5-50

10-100
	> 50

> 100

	Smooth newt
	Netted in day or counted at night
	< 10
	10-100
	> 100

	Palmate newt
	Netted in day or counted at night
	< 10
	10-100
	> 100

	Common toad
	Estimated

Counted
	< 500

< 100
	500-5000

100-1000
	> 5000

> 1000

	Common frog
	Spawn clump count
	< 50
	50-500
	> 500

	Score
	
	1
	2
	3


Daytime netting should be carried out for a 15-minute period for sites with less than 50m of water’s edge, for 30 minutes for sites with 50-100m of water’s edge, and so on.
Summary of SSSI Site Selection Criteria (Nature Conservancy Council, 1989)
For amphibians:

· All important and established populations of natterjack.
· Exceptional populations of great crested newt (or best site within area of search).
· Outstanding assemblages of widespread species.

Amphibian assemblages are defined as at least four species and site score of 10 or more using the following scoring system:

· Counts of each species at a breeding site are scored according to the table above.

· The scores for each species are added together.

· If four species are present, add one point; if five species are present, add two points.
· If natterjack is present, add two points

For reptiles:

· All important and established populations of smooth snake and sand lizard in Dorset

· All established populations of smooth snake and sand lizard outside of Dorset
· The best locality in any area of search supporting at least three of the widespread reptile species
· Occurrence of any species to support other, non-herpetofaunal criteria, especially where a species is rare or at the edge of its range
SSSI selection criteria are likely to be more demanding than those for Local Wildlife Sites, so although they provide some guidance, Local Wildlife Site selection criteria may be expected to have lower thresholds.

Summary of Key Reptile Site selection criteria (Froglife, 1999)

Counts are based on the maximum number of adult animals seen by one person in one day by direct observation or by use of artificial refugia (placed at a density of up to 10 per hectare) and scored according to the table below.
	Key Reptile Site selection scoring system (Froglife, 1999)

	
	Low
	Good
	Exceptional

	Adder
	< 5
	5-10
	> 10

	Grass snake
	< 5
	5-10
	> 10

	Viviparous lizard
	< 5
	5-20
	> 20

	Slow worm
	< 5
	5-20
	> 20

	Score
	1
	2
	3


Suggestions for Site Selection Criteria

Given that Local Wildlife Site selection criteria should accommodate local and regional biodiversity priorities, as well as national ones, then it follows that criteria should vary between localities rather than follow a standard format. The following quantitative criteria were extracted from those currently in use by local wildlife sites partnerships (see Appendix) and from Beebee and Grayson (1998).  They are not given as a rigid template, but to assist in the development of local criteria.
· Exceptional population of any widespread species

· Site at the edge of a species’ national range, supporting a good population
· Site supporting a species that is rare, locally
· Four or more amphibian/reptile species/five or more herpetofaunal species
· Urban site with three or more amphibian species

· Minimum scores for amphibian assemblages ranging from 6 to 8 (using SSSI scoring system)
· Minimum score of 4 for reptile assemblages (based on Key Reptile Site scoring)
Criteria could be developed through a staged process, for example, drafting guidelines based on expert opinion, field testing, feedback and modification. 
Criteria should accommodate designation of sites on the basis of amphibians and reptiles alone, and/or supporting evaluation based on other species and habitat information.

Site selection criteria in current use are based almost entirely on thresholds for numbers of species or site scores. There is scope for more strategic site selection based on landscape/habitat connectivity.  Note that PPS9 recommends that planning should take a strategic approach towards biodiversity conservation and enhancement. The Lawton (2010) review provides impetus for such an approach.
How do I assess potential Local Wildlife Sites for amphibians and reptiles?
Amphibian and reptile populations are usually scored on the basis of peak counts.  A peak count is the maximum number of individuals (usually adults) of a species counted on any single visit:

· Counts should be made using established best practice methods and standards for each species, under suitable, or ideal, survey conditions.  

· Several visits should be made to obtain a peak count.

· For amphibians counts can be pooled for several closely spaced ponds on the same site. 
· Data from toad crossings may be used if other count data are unavailable
Site visits may be supported by recent record data (e.g. < 5 years old) and the site should be defined as area used in all life stages.
Brownfield sites can be included, particularly as these are often priority habitats in some counties. Also allotments are often good reptile habitat. Local Wildlife Sites may include habitat of high quality likely to support amphibians and reptiles and may allow for species range expansion, particularly adjacent to existing Local Wildlife Sites, SSSIs, etc.
The criteria may also be used to assess significant reptile populations and determine key reptile areas within important sites. They can also make a positive contribution to management plans.
Careful thought should be given to defining the extent of the area or habitat which is used by the species, and which is required to support a robust population. 
Role of ARGs in Local Sites Systems
ARGs can play a role in the Local Site system by:
· Participation in the Local Sites partnership.
· Development of site selection criteria for amphibians and reptiles, where none exist.
· Review of site selection criteria.
· Surveys and provision of data to inform the site selection process.
· Monitoring herpetofauna on Local Wildlife Sites.
ARGs should approach their Local Sites Partnership to offer ways they can help by contributing their knowledge of important herpetological sites within the area. 

Appendix: Local Wildlife Site Criteria
We have completed an extensive review of criteria used by wildlife sites partnerships and consulted expert herpetologists. Some of these are provided in this appendix to give examples of criteria being used by a range of local sites partnerships.
Berkshire

Criteria for consideration of Local Wildlife Site Status include:
· Locally notable species.

· Populations of adder, natterjack toad or sand lizard.
· Great crested newt, where a breeding-season night count shows 20 or more individuals to be present.
· Common toad populations of >1000

· Significant assemblages.
· At least three amphibian species and a score of 6 or more (using SSSI selection criteria, modified so that ‘low’ populations of great crested newt seen or netted by day are < 10 animals and ‘good’ populations are 10-100)
· At least three reptile species

· Reptile assemblages scoring at least 4 (using Key Reptile Site criteria)
Ponds should be considered in their context, and consideration should be given to including groups of ponds in a single designation where these are thought to have ecological connectivity, and/or to including suitable terrestrial habitat around the ponds where this is believed to be important to the sustainability of the species’ populations.

Cambridgeshire - County Wildlife Sites (CWSs)

· Any site with > 50 great crested newts

· Any site with a ‘good’ population of palmate newts (using SSSI scoring system)

· Any site with > 3 amphibian species and a minimum score of 6 (using SSSI scoring system)

· Any urban sites with 3 species of amphibian is designated as a City Wildlife Site

Cheshire - Sites of Biological Importance (SBIs)

· Any site with a population of palmate newts

· Any site with a ‘large concentration’ of great crested newts

· There is an additional higher level of designation of Critically Important Sites (CISs) which includes sites supporting protected species
Derbyshire - Wildlife Sites

· Any site with > 4 amphibian species
· Any site scoring > 7 for amphibian assemblages (using SSSI scoring system)

· Any site with a ‘good’ population of great crested newts (using SSSI scoring system)

· Any site with an ‘exceptional’ population of any herp species (using SSSI scoring system)

Dorset - Sites of Nature Conservation Interest (SNCIs)

· Sites with a ‘strong’ population of Schedule 5 herps

· Sites with > 3 amphibian species

· Any site which regularly supports a population of any reptile other than common lizard

· Any sites supporting an ‘exceptional’ population of any amphibian species

Essex

· Any water body, other than a garden pond, known to support significant populations of three or more species of breeding amphibian.

Sites should include sufficient surrounding terrestrial habitat, including appropriate over-wintering shelters, to ensure that viable amphibian populations can be maintained in the long-term. Consideration should also be given to the potential importance of any other water bodies within the dispersal range of the species present”.
· Any water body, other than a garden pond, known to support a breeding population of palmate newt.

Sites should include sufficient surrounding terrestrial habitat to ensure that a viable population can be maintained in the long-term. Consideration should also be given to the potential importance of any other water bodies within the dispersal range of the species.

· Any water body, other than a garden pond, known to support an exceptional breeding population of great crested newts.

Eligible sites will include sufficient surrounding terrestrial habitat to ensure that a viable population can be maintained in the long-term. Consideration should also be given to the potential importance of any other water bodies within dispersal range.

· Any site supporting significant populations of three or more reptile species will be eligible for selection.

Hampshire - Sites of Importance for Nature Conservation (SINCs)

· Sites that support one or more notable species i.e. presence (defined as one or more adults in terrestrial or aquatic habitat, or the presence of eggs or larvae) of the following species:
· Great crested newt

· Natterjack toad

· Smooth snake

· Sand lizard

· Sites that regularly support a significant population of a widespread species. Significant population defined as:
· Adder > 6 counted

· Grass snake > 10 counted

· Slow worm > 100 counted

· Common toad > 300 adults counted, or 100 adults migrating to a pond in one evening

· Common frog > 200 spawn clumps

· Smooth newt > 100 adults counted

· Palmate newt > 100 adults counted
· Sites that support an outstanding assemblage of species, i.e.:
· 4 or more amphibian species

· 4 or more reptile species

· 5 or more herpetofaunal species

Kent

· Exceptional population of great crested newts (using SSSI scoring system)
· Amphibian assemblages scoring at least 5 points (using SSSI scoring system)
A site may be a single water body or a collection of water bodies supporting a metapopulation of one or more species.  Where a site has been selected on the basis of its amphibian fauna, the boundary should be drawn to include semi-natural vegetation immediately adjacent to the pond, or where great crested newts are present, areas of semi-natural vegetation linking nearby ponds where this vegetation may be considered critical to the functioning of a metapopulation. Where a breeding pond used by great crested newts is adjacent to an existing or proposed Wildlife Site, the pond should be included within the Wildlife Site boundary.

· Three or more reptile species 
· Two snake species
· An exceptional population of a reptile species (using Key Reptile Site criteria)
· Reptile assemblage scoring at least 4 points (using Key Reptile Site criteria)
· Good or exceptional populations of adder (using Key Reptile Site criteria) due to regional significance and local rarity.  
Lancashire - Biological Heritage Sites (BHSs)

· Any site which regularly supports a population of any of slow-worm, adder, grass snake or natterjack toad.
· Any site with an exceptional population of any amphibian species (using SSSI scoring system)
· Any site with five species of amphibian or an assembly score of >7 (using SSSI scoring system)
South Wales

Amphibian sites considered for selection:

· Four or more species of amphibian

· Good populations of three or more species of amphibian using a modified SSSI scoring system (below)
· Exceptional populations of any single species of amphibian using modified SSSI scoring system
Any terrestrial habitat known to be used for migration, foraging and wintering should be included; in the absence of direct knowledge of terrestrial habitat use, an area of at least 0.5 ha (i.e. 5000 sq m) of terrestrial habitat surrounding the pond, or accessible from it, should be included.

	Scoring system modified from SSSI Selection Guidelines

	Species
	Survey method
	Good
	Exceptional

	Palmate Newt
	Torchlight count of adults at night
	50
	100

	Smooth Newt
	Torchlight count of adults at night
	50
	100

	Common Frog
	Head count of adults
	100
	500

	Common Toad
	Head count of adults
	100
	500


· Good population of great crested newt, defined here as 10 or more individuals counted by torchlight

· The occurrence of great crested newt, in whatever numbers, should be considered a supporting reason for selection of a site which also qualifies under other guidelines (i.e. on habitat grounds or for species other than great crested newt).

Reptile sites considered:
· Three or more reptile species

· Good populations of any reptile species (using SSSI scoring system).
· The occurrence of any reptile species, in any number, on a site should be considered a supporting reason for selection of a site which also qualifies under other guidelines (i.e. on habitat grounds or for species other than reptiles).

Wales
· Amphibians

· Four or more species of widespread amphibians.
· Good populations of three or more species of widespread amphibian.
· Exceptional populations of any single species of widespread amphibian.

· Sites supporting ‘good populations’ of great crested newt, defined here as 10 or more individuals counted by torchlight

· The occurrence of great crested newt, in whatever numbers, should be considered a supporting reason for selection of a site which also qualifies under other guidelines (i.e. on habitat grounds or for species other than great crested newt).

· Reptiles
· Sites supporting three or more reptile species.
· Sites supporting good populations of any reptile species

· The occurrence of any reptile species, in any number, on a site should be considered a supporting reason for selection of a site which also qualifies under other guidelines (i.e. on habitat grounds or for species other than reptiles).
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