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REPTILES AND AMPHIBIANS

International obligations
Under the terms of the 'Bern' Convention on the Conservation of European Wildlife
and Natural Habitats (see B, 3.2.3), the United Kingdom, as a contracting party, is
required to take the necessary legislative and administrative measures to ensure the
conservation of important habitats of the sand lizard, smooth snake and natterjack
toad.

2

Reptiles
2.1

Six native species of terrestrial reptiles occur in Britain. Of these, the smooth
snake and sand lizard are regarded as endangered species and have been
given full protection through Schedule 5 of the Wildlife and Countryside Act
1981. Site selection should take particular account of both species. The other
four species are widespread and relatively numerous, and so the
representation of outstanding assemblages should be the guiding principle.
Reptiles are difficult to survey quantitatively; qualitative guidelines are
therefore recommended. Reptile sites, at least for the endangered species,
will be sand-dunes and lowland heaths. Where there is contiguous, open,
semi-natural habitat, this should be included even though reptiles may not
have been recorded in all parts of the site. Suitable man-made structures (e.g.
tumuli, embankments and stone walls) should also be included.

2.2

There should be a presumption for selection of reptile sites on the following
grounds.
2.2.1

In Dorset all important and established populations of smooth snake
Coronella austriaca and sand lizard Lacerta agilis should be selected;
for sand lizards, sites might be considered "important" because of the
overall strength of a dispersed population or because of the presence
of an apparently discrete colony or colonies. In other counties all
established populations should be selected.

2.2.2

In any AOS, the best locality containing at least three of the other
species, adder Vipera berus, grass snake Natrix natrix, common
lizard Lacerta vivipara and slow worm Anguis fragilis, should be
selected. Sites should not be chosen to represent populations of one
or two species, but the occurrence of any species should count
positively in the evaluation of sites chosen largely on other grounds,
especially in areas where the species concerned is rare or at the
geographical limits of its range.
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Amphibians
3.1

Six native species of amphibians occur in Britain (see Table 29). Of these the
natterjack toad and warty (great crested) newt are regarded as endangered
and vulnerable respectively and have been given full protection through
Schedule 5 of the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981. Site selection should
take particular account of both species. Any breeding site of these species
adjacent to an existing SSSI should be considered for inclusion in the SSSI.
The other four species are widespread and relatively numerous, and so the
representation of outstanding assemblages should be the guiding principle.
Any site with an assemblage score of five or more (see 3.2.3 and Table 29)
which is adjacent to an existing SSSI should be considered for inclusion in the
SSSI. At a site where several breeding pools are utilised by amphibians,
numbers of individuals should be summed to derive a total for the site.
Amphibian SSSIs should exclude recently created garden ponds, swimming
pools, etc., and assessments should exclude any populations of species
known to have been introduced. The site boundary should include suitable
semi-natural terrestrial habitat where this occurs contiguous to or near the
breeding site. Natterjacks require open terrestrial habitat, but the other
species prefer structurally diverse mixtures of open, scrub and woodland
habitats.

3.2

There should be a presumption for selection of amphibian sites on the
following grounds.
3.2.1

For the natterjack toad Bufo calamita, all important and established
colonies should be selected. "Established" means that there should
be evidence of a viable colony having been at the site over a period
of five years or more but not necessarily breeding every year. It may
not be necessary for five years' observations to be available, as a
study of the age/size structure of the population may provide
sufficient historical information. "Important" should be taken to include
colonies in the following types of site:
(i)

sites with populations greater than the median size for a British
population (i.e. more than 100 adults or 25 spawn strings per
year should have been present during at least two of the last five
years);

(ii)

all heathland sites;

(iii) the best or sole representatives in a Watsonian vice-county.
3.2.2

For the warty newt Triturus cristatus, all exceptional sites (those
where a night count in the breeding season exceeds 100 individuals)
are eligible. In order to confirm population stability and/or to
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overcome problems associated with variability between counts (due
to changes in vegetation cover etc.), collection of data for three years
is recommended for sites which are candidates for selection. If no site
satisfies this criterion, the best site for the species in the AOS
qualifies for selection, though not until a thorough survey of the area
has been made.

4

3.2-3

Outstanding assemblages of widespread species (i.e. warty newt,
smooth newt T. vulgaris, palmate newt T. helveticus, common toad
Bufo bufo and common frog Rana temporaria) should be selected.
The natterjack should be included for sites which do not qualify
separately under 3.2.1. A scoring system for assessment is given in
Table 29, and a minimum value of 10 based on presence of at least
four species is regarded as the qualifying score for site selection.
When a survey of the area has been completed, the site with the
highest score qualifies for selection if no site reaches a value of 10.

3.2.4

If survey of an AOS reveals a large number of sites which qualify on
grounds of warty newt counts or assemblage scores, the CSD
specialist should be consulted for advice about which are to be
selected. As a general rule, priority should be given to those sites
which qualify both for warty newts and for their amphibian
assemblage.
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Table 29

A scoring system for the selection of sites with assemblages of amphibians

Low
population

Good
population

Exceptional
population

Score 1

Score 2

Score 3

<5
<10

5-50
10-100

>50
>100

Warty
newt

Seen or netted in day
Counted at night

Smooth
newt

Netted in day
Counted at night

)
)

<10

10-100

>100

Palmate
newt

Netted in day
Counted at night

)
)

<10

10-100

>100

Common
toad

Estimated
Counted

<500
<100

500-5,000
100-1,000

>5,000
>1,000

Common
frog

Spawn clumps counted

<50

50-500

>500

Scores have to be for breeding sites observed during the breeding season. Daytime netting should
be made during a 15-minute period for sites with less than 50 m of water's edge, for 30 minutes for
sites with 50-100 m, etc. To compute the total score for a site, add the scores for individual species
and add one point for four of these species present and two points for five species. If natterjack toads
are present, add two more points.

