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What's That Snake?

1.0 Introduction

This two year wildlife educational project was funded with £60,000 from the
Heritage Lottery plus additional funding from the Malvern Hills AONB (Area of
Outstanding Beauty) and the Wye Valley AONB.

Organised and run by a collaboration of HART - Herefordshire Amphibian and
Reptile Team and HNT - Herefordshire Nature Trust.

Herefordshire Amphibian and Reptile Team is an active local voluntary wildlife
group dedicated to the conservation of amphibians and reptiles in
Herefordshire. The group has been in existence for ten years and its principle
aims are to encourage people to learn about, protect and conserve reptiles
and amphibians; and to inspire people of all ages to record and monitor
populations and become involved in wildlife habitat management and
restoration. This group has already run two successful pond focused projects
in the county.

In collaboration with the Herefordshire Biological Records Centre the group
produced a full colour guide to the amphibians and reptiles of Herefordshire in
2006, based on results from the pond projects and other surveys and records
for amphibians and reptiles.

Herefordshire Nature Trust is the largest membership - based local wildlife
organisation in the county with a membership of over 3,000, promoting
wildlife, owning and managing 54 nature reserves throughout the county and
inspiring people of all ages about conservation and sustainable living. The
Trust has run many successful projects over the years focusing on many
species and habitats.

2.0 What's That Snake? Why needed

The project came about through a serious lack of reptile records in
Herefordshire and a poor public understanding and acceptance of reptiles,
particularly snakes. The adder (Vipera berus) is a widespread species in the
UK but has suffered severe declines in Herefordshire and the West Midlands.
These are due to habitat losses, habitat degradation and past persecution. All
reptiles are now National Biodiversity Action Plan Species and the adder has
a Local Species Action Plan in the County.

The Amphibians and Reptiles of Herefordshire (Hand.N, King.P, Watson.W,
2006), produced by HART, revealed a disturbing lack of reptile records,
particularly for adder and viviparous lizard. These two species are now



extremely localised in the county, but according to records were more
common in the past as documented in the Woolhope Transactions recorded,
collected and documented by the Victorian naturalist Gerald Rowley Leighton.
His book The Life History of British Serpents and Their Local Distribution In
The British Isles (Leighton .R.G 1901 William Blackwood and Sons Edinburgh
and London) contained his thesis - The Reptilia of the Monnow Valley, the
author’'s personal observations of the snakes found on the
Welsh/Herefordshire border, Garway Hill and surrounding district. Leighton
resided in Grosmont and detailed adder sightings within this area,
encouraging locals to bring adders to his surgery to be preserved in alcohol.
Leighton’s surgery was supposedly heaving with dead snakes and the
pictures within his book, are all of dead snakes posed to look like live ones.
Leighton details “In this province the adder is more common than the ring
shake (grass snake) all along the western border of the provience from West
Hereford to the Forest of Dean.”

The adder has suffered through intentional persecution, such as collecting
(Leighton), over the centuries, intensive agricultural practices, urbanisation,
overgrazing and commercial woodland practices. The major populations of
adder and viviparous lizard in the County were probably always restricted to
the borders with Worcestershire, Shropshire and Wales, a landscape of rolling
hills and extensive woodlands. Populations would have existed elsewhere in
the central portion of the County, with its connectivity of woodlands and a less
intensive rural landscape, but now this is too intensively agriculturalised to
support good populations of reptiles.

With the knowledge of historical reptile decline, the first step in addressing this
is by influencing and inspiring public opinion through education and
awareness but also by concentrating on obtaining more recorded data on the
species. The What's That Snake? project was designed to tackle this.

Snakes do arouse many emotions in people from complete fascination to fear
and loathing. The fear of snakes (ophidiophobia) is fairly common and
irrational fear and hatred of these creatures can be passed on unwittingly.
Therefore convincing the public that these creatures are just as important and
worthy of conserving as any other species in our environment and even
influencing habitat creation on private land or nature reserves was the main
aim. Many people have never seen or are unable to recognise the different
reptile species. This could be addressed by a wide ranging and focused
educational project and interpretational displays and handout leaflets.



3.0 Project aspects

3.1 Project manager

A project manager, Nigel Hand, was employed to manage and oversee the
project working in conjunction with HART and HNT.

3.2 Education

The project visited over 50 Herefordshire schools, including schools in the
Wye Valley AONB area and Malvern Hills AONB area. A curriculum based
school pack for Key stages 1 and 2 was designed and given to all the
County’s primary schools with worksheets, activities, posters, reptile id and
awareness leaflets and a DVD showing the local species and their habitats
linked to the pack. The pack used the subject of local snakes and lizards to
deliver the curriculum, giving facts on the species, prey-predator food chains,
lifecycles, camouflage and habitats, myths and folklore including local and
overseas, creative writing, art based projects and awareness games.

3.3 Wildplay

What's That Snake? organised outdoor based play activity, run by the
Wildplay unit of Herefordshire Nature Trust. These would focus on Sure Start
groups, parent and child groups, and school reception year.

3.4 Reptile Survey Training and Recording

Survey training days were arranged showing people how to get out finding
and recording reptiles. Working with the Forestry Commission, private
landowners the Malvern Hills Conservators, Natural England, Coppet Hill
Trust, areas were selected for survey.

3.5 Guided walks

These were put on for wildlife conservation habitat volunteers, the general
public, parents and children, Farming and Wildlife Advisory Group and its
members, Malvern Hills Conservators work party volunteers Wye Valley
AONB staff and volunteers, HNT work party volunteers and its members,
landowners. The walks were held to publicise the species and their habitat
requirements.

3.6 Roadshows

A travelling road show was created to go to the County’s events seeing as
wide an audience as possible with the reptile display and leaflets. Events
attended included Malvern Three Counties Show, the Herefordshire Country
Show, Hellens Open garden, various wildlife based events, Bio-blitz - a
Biodiversity Partnership Event, Herefordshire Nature Trust new membership
days.



3.7 Interpretation materials

Display boards were designed and produced for mobile exhibitions illustrating
the local reptiles and their habitat. In addition to these were a striking banner
and two leaflets: A Guide to Herefordshire’s Reptiles, illustrating the species
with a tear off recording slip for people to send their sightings to Herefordshire
Biological Records Centre and a leaflet for landowners; Reptile Habitat
Management Guidelines for Landowners. These were mailed out to Nature
Trust members, FWAG members, and available for all the conservation
bodies; Forestry Commission, National Trust, Woodland Trust and on display
at tourist information centres and libraries.

3.8 Website Pages

The project was shown on the HART and Herefordshire Nature Trust
websites. The pages outline the project goals and news and offer
downloadable pdfs of the two reptile leaflets.

3.9 Celebration Events

Two celebration events were organised as a reward for the efforts of volunteer
reptile surveyors.

4.0 The Surveys

The What's That Snake? project began in October 2008 with the appointment
of the project officer and ran until December 2010.

A key stage of the project was to run reptile survey training days — these were
done in March 2009 and in the following March and April 2010. Indoor venues
included the Wyche and Castlemorton on the Malverns, Woolhope in
Hereford, Goodrich in Ross-on-Wye, Moccas, Holme Lacy College Hereford,
Richards Castle Shropshire /Hereford border (twice) and Clifford Church.
These involved a morning indoor session and an afternoon session looking at
a reptile site.

The training was intended to increase the known recorded data on the
County's reptile locations but it was also strongly hoped it would inspire
people’s interest and familiarity with searching, recording and possibly
pioneering new sites and locations for reptiles.

4.1 Survey Training Events

9 Reptile Survey Training sessions were held with 87 people attending. They
were given information on the four local reptile species; two snakes the adder
(Vipera berus) and grass snake (Natrix natrix) and the two lizard species
viviparous lizard (Zootoca vivipara) and slow-worm (Anguis fragilis).
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Mornings were spent in the classroom with an interactive powerpoint session
illustrating their habitats, identifying and sexing reptiles, when and how to
look, the basic protocols of surveys, locations of refuges, transect locations
and ideal weather patterns for surveying. The afternoon sessions were spent
outdoors on nearby reptile sites. This involved physically doing what had
been covered in the indoor session, looking for the species at their habitats,
recognising and sexing them.

Indoor survey training Outdoor survey training

All who attended were given reptile survey packs which included information
on the species and their ecology, timing for attempting surveys, survey
recording sheets - one for recording findings under surveyors refuges and a
transect recording sheet.

4.2 Survey Refuges

Between 4 and 5 bitumen roofing felt squares approx 70cm x70cm per
surveyor were used as refuges due to their ease of transport. Many of the
survey sites were a good distance from car parking and on sheer hillsides,
using tin or large numbers of refuges would have been particularly hard work
and possibly sapped the enthusiasm of potential surveyors. They were shown
where to put their refuges and the habitat to look in for all the species on their
sites.

Roofing felt square used by surveyors



12 locations were identified for surveying and 54 people were allocated survey
sites in the two year project. The site locations were chosen to cover as wide
an area of the county as possible, influenced by historical, recent records and
local knowledge or that the habitat appeared particularly favourable for the
rarer species; adder and viviparous lizard. On some sites target species were
known there or to exist nearby. This was deemed very useful for new
surveyors so they would be familiar with seeing the species rather than not
seeing anything, losing inspiration and giving up. The project officer provided
follow-up help, accompanying surveyors on their sites when needed to offer
extra help and advice.

The sites selected were Haugh Wood, the Malvern Hills, Coppet Hill, Moccas,
Wigmore Rolls, Shobdon Hill Wood, Oaker Coppice, and Bringsty Common,
Stapleton Wood the Doward, Nash Rocks and Wapley Hill. There was a
publicity campaign to encourage the public to submit records through media
magazine articles such as Herefordshire Life, Picturesque Wye Valley AONB
news letter, bio-diversity action news, the HNT magazine Wildside and the

tear-off recording slip on A Guide to Herefordshire’s Reptiles.

4.4 Survey Protocols

Surveyors were asked to attempt at least 4 visits to their allocated site and
although most did this, many carried on longer, spreading visits throughout
the year.

Health and Safety was addressed. Surveyors were instructed to work in pairs
or use a lone working procedure — meaning they informed a friend, partner or
relative of their intended location of survey and time expected back.
Surveyors were instructed not to attempt to handle any reptiles on the surveys
and this particularly applied to our only venomous snake, the adder. They
were shown to take care when turning refuges, not to slide a hand under
when attempting to lift but use a stick or wear a thick glove.

4.5 Survey Results and Conclusions

Surveying was undertaken for two years on some sites, mainly the Malvern
Hills and Coppet Hill, but new sites were surveyed by newly trained surveyors
in 2010. This was in a marked effort to generate as many new records over
as wide an area of the County as possible. Not all surveyors continued for the
two years, approximately 10 carried on for the full duration and three of those
returned blanks. A large number dropped out and did not return to their sites
stating time constraints and other pressures. Nevertheless the number of
records accumulated by all volunteers is very impressive and at least 20 of the
surveyors hoped to continue looking at sites in the future. Some even went on
to join HART.

583 records submitted by recorders including returns from the reptile leaflet
produced through the project and a few records submitted by the public in
response to media articles on the project.
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4.6 Results by species
Slow-worm

Slow-worm were by far the most commonly observed species with a total of
631 recorded over the project, 11 of the 12 survey sites had slow-worm
present. As with all species there will obviously be a percentage of repeat
observations and some of these were seen on the same sites over the
project’s two years.

At least 80% of records for this species were down to the use of refuges
placed by recorders. Records sent in for this species also included
churchyards at Little Dewchurch, Clifford and St Mary’s Bredwardine. This
species is able to tolerate more urban conditions than most of the other reptile
species and is even located within Hereford city centre.

Viviparous lizard

248 lizards were recorded over the two years, however the majority of the
records came from just 2 sites.

On Coppet Hill in September and October 2009 over 60 lizards were recorded
and in September 2010 51 lizards were recorded indicating a couple of good
breeding years for this species. The viviparous lizard was recorded on only 5
of the 12 survey sites but was also recorded on other areas including the
Black Mountains and good numbers observed in 2010 in the Mortimer Forest.
Although seen on the Black Mountains, it was in low numbers as much of this
site was overgrazed and thus habitat is of poor quality for reptile species.

As with the adder this species is located on sites which have remained fairly
unchanged with habitat management minimal and not overgrazed or cut
regularly by heavy machinery. The viviparous lizard is a particularly localised
species within Herefordshire and should have Local Biodiversity Action Plan
status like the adder.

Adder

118 records were made for this species over the two years and as with the
other reptiles there is a definite element of repeat observation.

The snake species are found in much lower population densities than the
lizard species on sites and the majority of sightings only came from three
sites. It was disappointing that on 5 survey sites specifically chosen because
of past adder presence, there were no records obtained for the species at
these locations over the two years. Most adder records were of snakes out
basking on transects between refuges or in habitat and only 8 of the 118
adders seen were found under or on top of refuges.



Male adder basking in the sun

On the plus side though, was the discovery of a new adder site in the
Woolhope Dome by a surveyor. This site only revealed two individuals, a male
and female, which were seen on a number of visits. The larger sites appear
to have the most stable populations at present. Another extremely interesting
find by a couple of surveyors was the location of a black or melanistic male
adder on one site. This is a genetic colour mutation which does frequently
appear amongst populations of this species but it is the first record | have
documented for Herefordshire since Leighton mentions observing different
coloured specimens in the Monnow valley in his 1901 book.

The adder was only found on 4 of the 12 chosen survey locations and no
reports of new sites came in from the recording leaflet or the public’'s
sightings.

Grass Snake

The grass snake was the least recorded species on the survey.although a
nationally widespread reptile. It is particularly flighty compared to some of the
other species so creeping up on them was obviously harder for surveyors.
They are most likely to be seen as single animals, whereas adders can
regularly be found basking in small aggregations.

103 grass snakes were recorded over two years. Records also came in from
the public more so for this species than the adder and the viviparous lizard as
this species is much more likely to visit gardens. They were found on 8 of the
12 survey locations.

The majority of the Herefordshire countryside is set over to agriculture and the
grass snake appears to be able to survive better than the adder and
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viviparous lizard in this landscape, provided thick hedgerow, large field
margins and water bodies are present.

It was seen in churchyards and gardens utilising ponds and compost heaps. A
number of road casualties were found which is unfortunately an all too
common occurrence for this species. They appear to be fairly transient
moving through habitats looking for prey or egg laying sites. This species was
found equally regularly under refuges as well as on transects by surveyors.

4.7 Survey Conclusions

Slow-worm were the most commonly observed species and widespread in the
County and were easy for surveyors to locate by using refuges. The grass
shake was also a widespread species with records dotted over a large area of
the county, but proved harder for surveyors to spot.

The adder and viviparous lizard were the most localised species and of
serious concern in the county. Population sizes of the adder appear very low
on the majority of sites. It is recommended further intensive survey is
undertaken to establish the sizes of populations and habitat connectivity for
both of these species. This should be a future project.

There is urgency for large landscape habitat restoration and connectivity as
the majority of reptile species do not appear to be able to cope with habitat
change and are not able to expand their ranges in a landscape of intensive
agriculture and busy roads through their landscape. This situation is not only
relevant to reptiles but to other species such as butterflies and small mammal
species too.

The numbers of people trained to survey for reptiles on this project should
hopefully bode well for the future as they now have a better understanding of
the species and be able to carry on recording reptiles on current or new
locations. Also they are aware of the habitat requirements of the species and
able to relay back observations on management issues.

It is important landowners are made aware of the habitat requirements of
reptiles as much of the Herefordshire countryside is in private ownership and
they need to be aware of the requirements of these creatures and put into
practice reptile habitat features, large rough field edges, open up sunny
woodland glades, build hibernacula and egg laying heaps (grass snakes) and
incorporate ponds. The project has worked closely with many conservation
bodies including FWAG with their consultants on survey training days and two
guided walks for FWAG members. The production and circulation of the WTS
Guide to Reptile Habitat Management for Landowners leaflet will have helped
get habitat management issues across.

5.0 Education

Young people’s connection with their environment has been seen as seriously
lacking in recent times and this is a disturbing trend for the long term future of
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our local wildlife. With this in mind the project focused on inspiring children to
look at nature and their local environment by concentrating on the fascinating
subject of snakes and lizards. This has been a very ambitious and productive
element of the project and certainly proved children are really captivated and
responsive to the subject of reptiles.

5.1 School Pack

The project produced and distributed a curriculum based education pack for
primary school key stages 1 and 2. Each pack included sections on the
species,: facts, lifecycles, food webs, predator-prey relationships, habitats,
camouflage, conservation guidelines for school wildlife areas, art projects,
creative writing, poetry activates, local and international folklore stories and
games. In addition a DVD was scripted and filmed with Splash TV to
complement the pack contents showing the local species via moving imagery.
BBC posters of the native species and 2 leaflets Dragons in your Garden by
the Amphibian and Reptile Conservation Trust and What's That Snake? Guide
to Reptiles of Herefordshire were contained in each pack.

5.2 School Reptile Encounters

These encounters followed up the Information in the pack with teachers using
the pack either before or after the visit. A visit lasted for an hour with each
class of usually 20 to 30 children but in some of the larger schools 2 days
were needed to cover the whole school, seeing up to 500 children.

A PowerPoint presentation was the first part of the visit covering areas of the
species ecology and factual information. This was then followed by an
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encounter with live reptiles, using the project officers own captive bred exotic
shakes that had a history of being used in educational encounters. In the
active season a local grass snake or slow-worm was occasionally used, but
these were not retained for long periods, only for the event, and were not
handled. Any handling activities were undertaken with the pet species. The
native species were always returned to the exact sites of capture. For bio-
security purposes the wild snakes were kept away from the captive species
and never allowed in close proximity. Also strict hygiene was practiced with
the animals and those handling.

5.3 Education Achievements

e Many of the visited schools had Eco-school or Forest School status
and wildlife friendly areas in the grounds so the chance of a free VISI'[
reptile encounter and N
curriculum based pack was
seen as an exciting and
relevant proposition for the
schools involved.

e 55 schools were visited over
the two vyear period. The
original  planned  number
envisaged when putting the
project together was 40. We
were delighted to achieve
visits to such a high
percentage of the 87 primary
schools in the county.

e The reptile curriculum pack
was distributed free to all of
the county’s primary schools.

e What's That Snake? project
visited county primary
schools, the blind college,
Steiner school, special needs
schools, a social housing
group for young people and
junior wildlife groups.

e The teacher assessment
forms for every school visit
were extremely positive. Children were particularly enthusiastic,
positive and engaging in response to the visits. Many spent time
asking sensible questions and teachers voiced the opinion that they
had also learned a great deal from the visits and certain pupils who
would not ordinarily engage in classroom activates were very
responsive and vocal.

e | was asked to return to a number of schools because teachers wanted
to ensure other classes did not miss out.

e Over 4,000 children have had a What's That Snake? School visit this
is way over any projected figures in the initial project proposal.

Learning about slow-worms at Welland forest school
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The appreciation of this subject by so many young people bodes well for the
future of reptiles and conservation issues in the future. They will not
unwittingly harbour prejudices to this group of animals and pass them on to
others so readily as was familiar in the past.

6.0 Promotional leaflets produced and distributed

Two leaflets were produced during the early stages of the project The first was
an identification and recording leaflet: A Guide to Herefordshire’s Reptiles
which included a returnable leaflet addressed to the Herefordshire Biological
Records Centre for the public to fill in their recorded information. 8000 were
produced and distributed to land owners through FWAG (Farming Wildlife and
Advisory Group), mail outs to members of The Herefordshire Nature Trust and
Herefordshire Amphibian and Reptile Team; they were also distributed round
the county in tourist information centres, libraries and to conservation bodies
such as the Forestry Commission, Natural England and the National Trust.
Although the numbers of forms returned to the project has been low they will
still be useful after the finish of the project as people will hold on to them and
there should hopefully be a steady return response over the next few years.

The other leaflet produced by the project was for landowners, Reptile Habitat
Management Guidelines for Landowners. Much of Herefordshire is privately
owned so this was a targeted effort to encourage the favourable management
of land for reptile species over as much of the County as possible. The leaflet
explained where reptiles are found, timing and how to undertake correct
management with habitat creation projects.

2000 of the leaflets were distributed the same way as the id/recording leaflet
via FWAG and the Herefordshire Nature Trust. They also went to various
conservation bodies and were distributed at all the road shows such as
Malvern Three Counties Show, Herefordshire Country Fair, and Hellens open
garden.

7.0 Road shows

Again this was an area in which the project generated huge public interest,
meeting many thousands of people over the two years. More events were
undertaken than originally proposed. The idea of road shows was to take a
mobile display, designed for the project to large public events and engage the
public with native reptile species. Live reptiles were taken to some events so
people could physically see a grass snake or slow-worm. These were
displayed in vivaria and released after the event at the site of capture. Some
events were attended in both 09 an10 these included Malvern Three Counties
Show, The Garden Festival, Hellens Manor House Much Marcle, and the
Herefordshire Country Fair at Sellack and Hampton Court. These events
resulted in many thousands of people learning about the local reptile species
and going home with a better understanding of the species ecology.
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10 road shows were the original project target, but the project actually
attended 15, including a Bulmers Open Day, The Council Offices at Plough
Lane, the Bioblitz at Perrystone estate Ross-on Wye, Herefordshire
Biodiversity Partnership Wider Partnership Event at the Cider Museum
Hereford, Herefordshire Nature Trust new member’s day and trustee’s day.

What's That Snake? road show stand at Herefordshire Country Fair, Sellack Aug 2009

The general public were attracted to the What's That Snake? stand at events
by the eye catching adder banner and interpretation boards. The displays of
native reptiles did prompt interest and people were really drawn to look and
observe. | was informed by many that seeing the live creatures made it easier
for them to recognise the different species than by looking at pictures. People
really struggle to tell terrestrial newts and viviparous lizards apart and this can
be a common error in returned records, seeing these live creatures really did
help with people’s recognition skills and over come their fears and prejudices
of these creatures.

What's That Snake? joined forces with Malvern Hills
Conservators on their stand at The Three Counties
Show, Malvern 2009.
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Guided Walk for Malvern Hills Conservation Volunteers showing how their work

has benefited reptiles.










