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ECOLOGY IN SOMERSET 2009

Dyer’s Greenweed (Genista tinctoria) – a species
which has declined recently in Somerset – and found
several adult Grapholita lathyrana, a Tortricid which
has only one other recorded UK site (at West
Bexington in Dorset). There were also larvae of
several micros feeding and James bred out one of
these, which turned out to be Agonopterix atomella,
a declining species now only known from about six
sites in the UK. Merryfield Airfield is a critically
important site, and fortunately the MOD are very
cooperative in their management. A few days later
Bill Urwin caught a specimen of Adela cuprella in
the Blackdowns, its identity being subsequently
confirmed by John Langmaid – the first record of
this micromoth for VC5 (S. Somerset).

Turning to larger species, in 2009 Robin
Clatworthy and Mike Ridge took the second county
record of Northern Rustic (Standfussiana lucernea)
and the first of Devonshire Wainscot (Mythimna
putrescens), and they once again took Black-banded
(Polymixis xanthomista) at Hurlstone Point, after its
first recorded occurrence in Somerset in 2008. On
13 July Pam Campbell trapped what appeared to be
a Kent Black Arches (Meganola albula) in Holford,
a record later confirmed by Bill Urwin; this seems
to be a first county record for this non-migrant
species, which has its nearest known breeding
colonies on the Dorset coast.

Migrants

Although the migrant moth species in 2009 failed to
match the enormous influx of Painted Lady
butterflies (Cynthia cardui), there were several
notable records. Rannoch Looper (Itame brunneata)
was caught widely across south-west England and
two were recorded in Somerset, one of which was
taken by Michael Barry on 3 June – this is a species
new to the county. Silver Y (Autographa gamma)
was present in fair numbers but Humming-bird
Hawk-moth (Macroglossum stellatarum) was rarely
seen. There were two reports of Striped Hawkmoth
(Hyles livornica) in 2009: one, in July, nectaring on
Red Campion (Silene dioica) in my Langport
garden, the other taken at light in Curry Rivel by
Malcolm Cotterill. John Day took a third county
record of Small Marbled (Eublemma parva) near
Yeovil.

The most exciting moth of the year, however, was
undoubtedly a Ringed Border (Stegania cararia)
taken by Robin Clatworthy at Merriott on 1 July.
This is the first mainland British (let alone Somerset)
record, although two have been taken in the Channel
Islands (Jersey).

JOHN BEBBINGTON
Chairman/Hon. Sec. Somerset Moth Group

One of the great strengths of the Somerset
Invertebrates Group (SIG) has been its summer
programme of site visits, arranged and led by Robin
Williams. Sometimes this reveals the unexpected.
Indeed, in 2007 it was on just such a SIG visit to a
boggy site in the Blackdown Hills that Stethophyma
grossum (Large Marsh Grasshopper) was
rediscovered.

S. grossum is Britain’s largest grasshopper, and
restricted to just a handful of localities in the English
lowlands to the south of the Severn-Wash line. In
Somerset it was, until the end of the last century,
hanging on in quaking bog near Westhay on the
Levels, and there are old records of it from Shapwick
Heath. But it has for a while been considered extinct
in the county. Imagine our surprise, then, when on

the day of the SIG visit to a site more than 20km
away from its historic localities, a single specimen,
in fine condition, was found by Claire Edwards.
Claire was, at the time, a trainee at the Somerset
Environmental Records Centre (SERC), and the
discovery serves to highlight the importance of
developing and maintaining strong links between
amateur groups like SIG and ‘professionals’ working
for SERC or the conservation agencies.

There are a number of highly significant features
of this discovery. First, the site is at relatively high
altitude (c. 200m AOD), whereas other sites for this
species across its European range are believed to be
lowland, with many at or close to sea level. Second,
the site is extremely small, the bog being only c.
0.25ha in extent. Third, the Molinia caerulea (Purple
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Moor-grass) on the site – with which we all associate
this species – is pretty sparse and scarcely tussocked.
Taken together, these features suggest that in Britain
we may have been too narrowly defining its
presumed habitat preferences. If so, is it possible
that there may be further populations of this great
beast awaiting discovery within our shores?

European references suggest that across the
Channel Stethophyma grossum can inhabit tall grass
beside rivers (though lowland ones, admittedly). The
new site is indeed beside a well-grassed river,
although it has to be said that there are a number of
Molinia-rich mires within a few miles of the new
site, and both sexes of this species have good
wings.

Over the last two summers, a small group of SIG
enthusiasts has been in and around the Blackdowns

on sunny days in August, casting about riversides
and bogs in the hope of seeing another of these
wonderfully colourful beasts – or at least of
hearing some (they don’t stridulate, but make a
series of strange clicks). No luck so far, though
we have systematically quartered more than three
1km squares and nearly been bitten by adders more
than once. Nonetheless, the effort has been
worthwhile for a number of other reasons, not least
of which has been the discovery or rediscovery of
several other scarce orthopterans, including
coneheads (Conocephalus sp.) in five sites, Lesser
Marsh Grasshopper (Chorthippus albomar-
ginatus) in two sites, and a single locality for the
Bog Bush-cricket (Metrioptera brachyptera).

MARK ANDERSON

REPTILES AND AMPHIBIANS 2009

The Reptile and Amphibian Group for Somerset
(RAGS) is a specialist group of the Somerset Wildlife
Trust made up of a loose association of amateur
enthusiasts. It has a number of projects running at
any one time. Efforts over the last few years on at
least three of these may prove significant for the
welfare of reptile and amphibian species in the
county and certainly provided a great deal of pleasure
to those involved.

Toads

Nationally, the difficulties faced by Common Toads
(Bufo bufo) crossing busy roads to reach their
breeding sites are well-publicised. In Somerset,
Sheila Cook has been running an annual ‘toad
crossing’ at Hawkshead in the Quantocks for over a
decade now. With the help of dozens of local
volunteers, this well-known project has prevented
many hundreds of toads from being killed by cars
running over them as they cross the road between
their hibernation place and their breeding pond in
the spring. The Hawkshead ‘toad crossing’ is not
alone in Somerset, as Dave Boyer runs a similar
scheme in Castle Cary. If readers are aware of heavy
toad mortality on other spring-time road crossings,
we would be interested to hear about them.

Adders

Between 2006 and 2008 RAGS members took part
in a survey of Adders (Vipera berus) on the Quantock
Hills, essentially for the ‘Friends of Quantock’. The
survey concentrated primarily on the high tops of
the hills, where the heathland habitat appears to be
excellent for this species. However, disappointingly
few animals were found. The total number of
Quantock Adder records held by the Somerset
Environmental Records Centre is only 40, of which
only a small handful are from the RAGS survey. We
are now wondering whether the Adder is truly a rare
species on the Quantocks, or whether our
assumptions about their habitat preferences have
been wrong; possibly, Adders may be concentrated
in bracken habitats below the high plateau, rather
than in the heather on the top, and in 2010 RAGS
is intending to test this idea by conducting a survey
of four areas around the ‘shoulders’ of the
Quantocks.

Wall Lizards

Nearly a decade ago, a colony of introduced ‘Wall
Lizards’ (Podarcis sp.) was discovered living near
Bridgwater. Wall Lizards are big, feisty and alien,


