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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,
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Length up Belly colour Body deeper Collar rough
to 20cm has some black than wide edged

% of animals displaying
each characteristic 33 60 80 40

TABLE 1: COMMON WALL LIZARD OR RUIN LIZARD: DATA FROM OBSERVATIONS OF 31 INDIVIDUALS

spending their time high up on masonry rather than
lurking down at the bottom as the native Viviparous
Lizard (Lacerta vivipara) tends to do. This was the
second colony of these lizards to be discovered in
Somerset, but the area of habitat available to this
colony is large and conditions are particularly suitable
for its survival, being warm, dry and variably stony.

Initially it was assumed that the species present
was the Common Wall Lizard (Podarcis muralis),
but after several visits by RAGS members we began
to think that it might be a closely related species
commonly called the Ruin Lizard (Podarcis sicula).
The Common Wall Lizard, while not native to
mainland Britain, is widely distributed in northern
Europe, including Jersey in the Channel Islands, and
is presumably well adapted to our northern climate.
However the Ruin Lizard is a more ‘southerly’ beast,
occurring as a native in Italy and surrounding islands.
Distinguishing between these two species is far from
straightforward: RAGS members have been making
visits to the colony with a ruler on a pole and a

notebook to record characters and compare them
with those in the literature.

Table 1 shows some of the findings, based on
observations of 31 adult individuals. To date, the
results are inconclusive: the first two characteristics
belong primarily to the Common Wall Lizard (P.
muralis) while the last two belong more to the Ruin
lizard (P. sicula). Thus, at this stage we remain
unclear as to which species we are dealing with, but
our observations will continue in 2010. Arnold et
al. (1992) mention at least one introduced colony of
P. sicula in southern England, and our Somerset
colony may yet prove to be another.
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JOHN DICKSON

SOMERSET BIRDS IN 2007 AND 2008

There is inevitably some delay between receiving
the large number of observer records that make up
the content of a county bird report and its production.
The amount of work falling on editors is significant,
and Somerset does well to produce its annual report,
Somerset Birds, in the year following the receipt of
data. Some counties cope far less well: many such
annual reports have lapsed, while others are now
some years behind schedule, negating the value of
the content.

The most recent Somerset report, published in
2009, covers the year 2008. The style of Somerset
Birds was extensively revised and improved in 2007,
so it may be useful to summarise here the more
interesting records for both these years.

2007

Two species, Cormorant and Common Tern, bred
for the first time in 2007, and although neither is
rare in a national context it was good to add them to
the Somerset list. Cormorant numbers have steadily
increased in the Avalon marshes, and four pairs
nested. Common Terns, never that ‘common’ in the
county, also bred here, raising three young. The much
rarer Spotted Crake was heard calling at one site.
The species has bred occasionally over the years,
and may well have done so in 2009, although
obtaining proof is always difficult with such a
secretive bird. Elsewhere, four pairs of Little Ringed
Plover bred in the east of the county, and 108 pairs


