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2019 Reptile Survey 

Summary Report 

________________________________________________ 

Site:     Three Hagges Wood-Meadow, Woodmeadow Trust 

Lead Surveyor:        Nicholas Atherton 

Volunteer Surveyors:         Craig Strawbridge 

        Bethany Shuttleworth-Bland 

      Francis O’Leary 

       Raynor Bloom 

         Oliver Prinn 

                 Katherine Cannon 

Number of Recording Days (full surveys):       16 (14) 

Total cost to client for 2019 Survey:               £808.00 

Predicted cost to client for 2020 Survey:              £400.00 
(please refer to 2020 survey proposal for more details)  

NOTE: This report summarises the findings of the 2019 survey with reference to the findings of the 2018 

survey. It does not provide a thorough statistical analysis of the data. Such an analysis would only be 

worthwhile following at least a further year of data collection. 

News and updates 

Findings by Garden Wildlife Health on the two ill snakes found at the Woodmeadow  

I am pleased to report that the results of the PCR assay on tissue samples from both grass snakes (HGF0025 

and HGF0026) found on site with symptoms somewhat consistent with Snake Fungal Disease (SFD) came 

back negative. Neither snake was found with the SFD-causing pathogen in their tissues. This is excellent news 

but does not lessen the risk SFD could pose to the site and so standard precautions should still be 

encouraged (such as ensuring mud and soil is thoroughly cleaned off footwear when moving between sites). 

They did however suggest that the lesions on the body were as a result of trauma. They did not speculate as 

to the cause but based on my observations of both snakes I would suggest that the injuries could have been 

caused by a mower or strimmer given the pattern of damage down the back and considerable damage to the 

head. This is purely speculative and may not be accurate, some injury patterns caused by animals such as 

birds of prey can be similar. 

A pair of youngsters 

Some good news: a pair of young grass snakes that would have been born late summer 2017 were both 

identified for the first time in June 2018 at tin 1, located on the fence corner near Bodgers den. At that point 

they were both about the size of a pencil being still under a year of age. Survival for young grass snakes is 

tough and so often babies identified in their first year are rarely seen again. Incredibly, both were identified 

again in 2019 under tin 7 (one in June and one in August), by the log pile at the far corner of the 

woodmeadow behind the new structure near the pond. Funnier still, one was found exactly 1 year to the day 
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after it was found in 2018. I will be keeping my eyes open for this pair and hoping they’ve survived another 

winter! 

Method 

The survey spanned 8 months from February to September 2019. Chosen survey days were based on the 

availability of surveyors and weather dependant. Not all survey days resulted in a completed survey, this was 

often due to unsuitable conditions.  

Wherever possible, attempts were made to carefully capture Natrix helvetica (Barred grass snake, 

henceforth “Nh”) for the purpose of recording basic non-invasive biometrics. This allowed for sexing of the 

mature snakes and capturing an image of the ventral pattern for use in identifying any recaptures. Attempts 

were not made to capture Zootoca vivipara (Common/Viviparous lizard, henceforth “Zv”) to avoid damage to 

the relatively delicate species. Thus, it is not known how many of the Zv records are in fact “recaptures” and 

number of records, accounting for effort, will be used to assess population stability. 

Results & Discussion 

NOTE: Discussion takes into account 2018 survey data. Please refer to the 2018 records spreadsheet 

and the 2018 Summary Report if you wish to verify accounts and observations.  

Nh and Zv were both positively identified on the site. However, Vipera berus (European Adder, henceforth 

“Vb”) and Anguis fragilis (Slow worm, henceforth “Af”) have yet to be confirmed on site. As neither species 

(Vb, Af) was formally identified during the survey I continue to advise that they be omitted from lists of 

species present on the site. 

As shown in Table 1, there was a total of 52 reptile records from the site over the year, 30 Nh and 22 Zv. 16 

visits to site were made to collect survey data and 14 full surveys were conducted. June and August 

presented with the most records this year, with August having a notably high count of Zv, this is likely down 

to the fact that the surveyor who conducted that survey spent a particularly long time on site. This high 

count also accounts for the hot spot in Figure 2, additionally influenced by the regular observations of a 

family of Zv that have made the log pile in this corner (adjacent to tins 7 and 8) their home. This report 

accounts for effort only by the number of days spent on site collecting data and does not account for actual 

time on site, this will be factored into a three-year report following 2020 data collection. 

As shown in Table 3, when accounting for effort by number of days recording on site, we saw an increase in 

the records of both Nh (25% increase) and Zv (103% increase) from 2018 to 2019. Similarly, when considering 

Table 2 and the total number of individual Nh recorded on site each year accounting for effort, we see an 

increase of 45% in the total number of individuals identified in 2019 (19) compared to 2018 (23). Whilst this 

is a positive result, it must be considered in context; the current refugia were only put out in 2018 and so the 

increase in records may be due to more reptiles becoming familiar with their positions and thus there being 

an increased use of the refugia rather than an increase in the number of reptiles on site. Furthermore, only 4 

of the 23 Nh identified in 2018 were recaptured in 2019, raising the question: why so few? Only by 

accounting for future data will we be able to assert whether we are seeing a true change in the number of 

reptiles on site and whether there is significant immigration to and/or emigration from the population. 

Presently I would speculate that the snakes freely move between the Woodmeadow, the Hollicarrs 

woodland and the neighbouring farms, thus accounting for the change in the individuals making up the 

population. 

Perhaps the most significant result I would like to highlight is presented in Figure 3, comparing the 2018 and 

2019 heat maps showing the distribution of Nh across the site. What you should notice is that across most of 

the site the distribution remains relatively unchanged. However, the woodland on the west side of the site 

has seen a significant drop in the number of records of Nh; going from the key hot spot in 2018 to presenting 

negligible results in 2019. In my 2018 survey report I suggested that this area was key for the grass snake 
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population on site. I speculated that there was, and still is a major hibernaculum present in the area under 

the broken concrete on the north side of the garage. I advised that disturbance be kept low in this area as 

the dense bramble and vegetation provided an excellent habitat for a wealth of species, Nh and Zv among 

them (you’ll also see the same change in that area of Zv distribution from Figure 4). I believe that the reason 

for the observed decline in this area is as a result of two things: 

1. The disturbance caused by the cutting back of the vegetation in this area and the subsequent 

increase in exposed areas leading to the reptiles feeling less safe in this area and therefore vacating 

or simply reducing their movement throughout the area. 

2. In order to make way for the bramble cutting I had to move two of our refugia (HWT-18 and HWT-19; 

both proved very productive during 2018) and it may just be that their new positions are now sub-

optimal.  

It is likely a combination of both of these factors and so whilst the population here is likely to be lower, it is 

also likely that we are failing to detect the reptiles that are still there. The refugia positions will be amended 

for 2020. It is also worth noting that both the injured (and now deceased) snakes were found in this area, 

one exactly where the suspected hibernacula is and one not far away near some grass cuttings (the latter 

retained its eyesight unlike the former so was probably more mobile). No firm conclusions can be drawn 

from the data we currently have as we only had 1 year of data ahead of the cut back and now only 1 year 

since. A further year or better yet 2 years of data will be needed to assess the impact and the cause. 

 

 

Please see tables and figures starting on the next page. 
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Table 1: Summary of all formal reptile records from 2019 at the Three Hagges Wood-Meadow site. 

Month Total 
Reptile 
records 

Total days on site 
(full surveys) 

Natrix 
helvetica 

Zootoca 
vivipara 

Anguis 
fragilis 

Vipera 
berus 

February 0 1 (1) 0 0 0 0 

March 1 3 (3) 0 1 0 0 

April 3 2 (2) 1 2 0 0 

May 3 2 (2) 2 1 0 0 

June 17 3 (3) 11 6 0 0 

July 3 1 (0) 2 1 0 0 

August 23 3 (2) 12 11 0 0 

September 2 1 (1) 2 0 0 0 

TOTAL 52 16 (14) 30 22 0 0 

 
 
Table 2: Summary of Natrix helvetica records from 2019 at the Three Hagges Wood-Meadow site. 

Record Type New Individuals Recaptures Total Records Mean SC#* 

Male 6 2 (‘19) 8 66 

Female 8 3 (**’18), 4 (’19) 15 56 

Unidentified Sex 1 2 (’18) 3 n/a 

Non-Catches n/a n/a 0 n/a 

Non-live (e.g. skin 
only or deceased) 

n/a n/a 4 n/a 

*SC# - SubCaudal scale count. A suitable proxy for sexing Nh. 
** 2 unique individuals accounting for 3 recaptures 

 

Table 3: Comparison between 2018 and 2019 survey records adjusted for effort (measured by recording days on site). 

Month 2019 Survey effort 
relative to 2018 Survey 
effort (full surveys) 

2019 Nh records 
relative to 2018 
Nh records 

2019 Zv records 
relative to 2018 
Zv records 

February n/a n/a n/a 

March n/a n/a n/a 

April 0.5 (0.5) 2.0 2.0 

May 0.2 (0.33) 0.59 0.71 

June 0.5 (0.75) 1.47 4.0 

July 0.33 (0) 2.0 3.0 

August 1.5 (1) 8.0 2.44 

September 0.33 (0.33) 1.0 0.0 

TOTAL 0.57 (0.64) 1.25 2.03 
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Figure 1: Nh distribution maps accounting for all records from 2019 survey. 

(a) Population density of Nh based on 2019 records.            (b) Locations of all Nh records from 2019.  

                               

 
Figure 2: Zv distribution maps accounting for all records from 2019 survey. 

(a) Population density of Zv based on 2019 records.            (b) Locations of all Zv records from 2019. 
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Figure 3: Nh distribution maps comparing 2018 and 2019 survey data. 

(a) Population density of Nh based on 2018 records.            (b) Population density of Nh based on 2019 records.  

                           

Figure 4: Zv distribution maps comparing 2018 and 2019 survey data. 

(a) Population density of Zv based on 2018 records.            (b) Population density of Zv based on 2019 records.  
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Advice to management and guidance for future surveying 

This has been an interesting year for the reptiles at the woodmeadow: an SFD scare with two snakes that 

both sadly passed away; an increase in observations of both species present compared to 2018 when 

accounting for effort; and a considerable drop in observations in Bombers Wood. It is hard to draw 

conclusions from only two years of data but I look forward to the results of 2020 and a more thorough 

analysis on all the data from three years! Based on current data, here are my recommendations: 

1. Again, I would like to encourage minimal disturbance to the vegetation in Bombers Wood, especially 

the bramble patches that remain around the garage structure. I appreciate that effective 

management for one species isn’t always the best thing for another but with reptiles suffering such a 

drastic decline across the country and often being the last group of animals considered in land 

management, the wood meadow offers a real haven for these animals and it would be a shame to 

lose them due to disturbance. Refugia 17, 18 and 19 will be moved within this area to optimise their 

positioning and hopefully increase the encounter rate for this area in 2020. 

 

2. I would again suggest the use of reptile fencing around the grass cuttings when they are piled in 

Bombers Wood to prevent any animals getting inadvertently taken away with the cuttings. 

 

3. I would like to construct a couple of hibernacula on site to mitigate for any reduced use of the one in 

Bombers Wood and to encourage more reptiles and amphibians to overwinter on the site. I have a 

few ideas about how to go about this that I would like to discuss with you. 

 

4. Public disturbance of refugia has become a bit of a concern this year. Whilst in principle this could be 

harmless, there is no way to quantify how often it is occurring and by whom. It could be disrupting 

the survey results and the added stress may discourage animals from utilising the refugia entirely – 

possibly explaining why very few of the snakes identified in 2018 were observed again this year. To 

mitigate this, we are designing a public information sign that we have previously discussed and can 

be erected at the woodmeadow. Furthermore, I would be happy to freely provide some basic 

training to any volunteers of the Woodmeadow Trust that might wish to be involved in the surveying 

so that they can do so in a way that doesn’t interfere with the results but rather adds to them. 

 

5. We hope to be starting a survey in the neighbouring Hollicarrs woodland this year following 

discussion with Dawn from the holiday park. This data will be useful in ascertaining to what extent 

the reptiles are moving between the two sites and help us place this data into the wider context of 

the reptiles metapopulation dynamics (if they are in fact metapopulations and not just one 

continuous population). 

 

I hope you find the above guidance and recommendations useful. Please don’t hesitate to get in touch to 

discuss them further. 

 

 

 

 
Nicholas Atherton, BSc Bio 
Director, Project: WILD C.I.C. 
E: natherton@projectwildcic.com 
P: 07432144876 
Date: 14/02/2020 
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