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Reptile Survey of Stanley Common, West Sussex for the Lynchmere Society

1. Introduction

Stanley Common is situated in West Sussex close to the Surrey border 2 km south east of
Liphook at grid reference SU86030S. The common is underlain by Lower Greensands
of the Hythe beds and supports a remnant of lowland heathland vegetation.
In 1970 two juvenile smooth snakes (Carone/fa austnaca) were recorded on the remnant
heath on Stanley common, the heathland area being notified by English Nature as a SSSI.
The smooth snake (named after the lack of keels or ridges on its scales) is Britain's rarest
native reptile. It is confined to lowland heathland in this country with a distribution
historically restricted to Berkshire, Devon, Dorset, Hampshire, Surrey, Sussex and
Wiltshire. Away from the south coast, the smooth snake appears to be restricted to sites
with a southerly or westerly aspect, indicating a species at the edge of its climatic range.
It has a strong habitat preference for mature (20 year old) heather with areas of scrub
and a loose substrate for burrowing into. With the decline and fragmentation of the
heathland habitat (80% lost since the early nineteenth century) the smooth snake has
suffered a similar decline. This has often been exacerbated by fires on the remaining
heaths, illegal collecting, small non-viable populations, in-breeding problems, and
possible competition with the more numerous adders.
A degree of conservation work was directed towards maintaining heathland on Stanley
Common SSSI. However, this was considered to be insufficient to maintain the site's
special interest. Furthennore, a number of fires occurred on the site, and no sightings of
smooth snakes were made during the national survey of the 1980s. The site was later de-
notified as a SSSI.
Following the purchase of Lynchinere, Stanley and Marley Commons by the Lynchmere
Society, invasive scrub has been successfully removed from the remaining heath and
heathland restoration work has been undertaken on adjoining areas of secondary
woodland and scrub. Now that the future of the heathland on the site appears to be
secure, it was considered to be an appropriate opportunity to re-survey the common to
detennine the status of the smooth snake locally. The smooth snake is a typical 'k'
selective species with low fecundity and long lived individuals (up to 20 years has been
recorded). It has also been noted to survive in quite scrubby areas of heathland which,
combined with its cryptic behaviour, would seem to indicate that the species could
persist unobserved in low numbers in habitat that has become sub-optimal to some
extent.

2. Methodology

The parts of Stanley Common supporting mature heather were divided into sub-
compartments (A to E) and 24 reptile survey 'tins' set out at suitable locations. The tins
consisted of 2' x 3' sections of corrugated iron crudely sponged with green paint to
increase insolation and provide a degree of camouflage against unwelcome public
attention 18 of these were cut from new corrugated iron sheet,S were borrowed from
an ecologist and one was found on site (presumably a left-over from the national smooth
snake survey of the 1980s). The tins absorb solar radiation and the ground beneath them
may be several degrees above air temperature. They therefore provide sites for reptiles
to warm themselves safe from predators. Tin locations were selected with regard to
reptile basking sites and screening from public paths, with a concentration on the west



.
facing slope. A licence was obtained from English Nature and the tins were inspected
between March and October using a 'standard walk'. The route chosen also took in path
edges and habitat features which appeared to be suitable basking sites for reptiles.
Unfortunately, due to the pressure of other commitments, the site could not always be
surveyed at the ideal time of day, while some days set aside for surveying proved to have
poor weather. Nevertheless 16 visits were made throughout the summer, each visit
resulting in at least one record.
Stanley Common appears to be only lightly used by the public and no problems were
encountered with disturbance of the tins.

3. Discussion



adder were recorded in this sub-compartment. However, only a few reptile sightings
were made here. This may be connected with the high level of disturbance in the
preceding winter and spring as a result of forest clearance and heath1and restoration
works on adjacent land. This has left the heath patches as islands surrounded by
extensive areas of bare ground, resulting in reptiles in the vicinity being exposed to a
higher risk of predation.
The lack of sightings of smooth snakes tends to support earlier surveys which concluded
that the species no longer occurred on Stanley Common. However, it should be borne
in mind that this species tends to spend more time underground compared to other
species and is thus difficult to observe even on sites with good populations. The survey
could have been improved by increasing the number of site visits during the hot summer
months when smooth snakes could be expected to be active. Also no early morning
visits were made. It was felt that afternoon visits would yield more reptile sightings on a
west facing site, but on flatter parts of the site such as area A morning visits could have
been beneficial. Early in the day reptiles need to increase their body temperature in order
to hunt and may therefore make greater use of the tins.
With a greater available habitat following heath1and establishment on the restoration
areas, reptile populations should increase on Stanley Common. Follow up surveys in
later years may therefore be of benefit, as would surveys on Lynchmere and Marley
Commons to complete the species list for the LNR.

4. Conclusions and Management Recommendations

4.1 Heathland management

The existing and regenerating heathland areas will require an ongoing programme of
scrub and bracken control to maintain open heath. The bare ground created by the
recent clearance work provides an opportunity for numerous birch and pine seedlings to
germinate and bracken previously suppressed by a tree canopy to develop into dense
stands if left unchecked. Bracken should be sprayed for at least two consecutive years,
and the tree seedllilgs treated with an appropriate herbicide or alternatively pulled up by
hand (probably annually until the heather is fully established).
As smooth snakes prefer old heather habitat with a moss understory, the heather on
Stanley Common should be allowed on the whole to cycle through its growth stages
without recourse to a cutting regime. This may increase the amount of scrub
management needed to retain open heath as tree seedlings may germinate in the gaps
created by degenerate and dead heather plants. The quantity of tree stumps on site will
nonetheless preclude forage harvesting for a number of years. It would, however, be
desirable to cut the margins of the main tracks to act as fire breaks. A limited amount of
cutting of narrow, random strips, as done in area A, once the regenerating heather has
matured will increase the structural diversity of the habitat and provide alternative
basking sites for adders away from the paths used by the public.

4.2 Heathland restoration

Large areas of Stanley Common have already been cleared of trees and scrub and are in
the process of reverting to heathland. It would, however, be beneficial to clear secondary
wood in the north-south valley between compartments 2 and 4 to reduce shading on the
west facing bank. This bank supports good populations of the four common reptile
species, but the survey revealed that most sightings were on the upper slope clear of the



shade cast by the mature pine trees. The clearance would link heathland in compartment
4 with areas in compartment 2 thus allowing a freer movement of heathland species in
general. Small, isolated heathland patches can support fewer species and fewer
individuals of each species. They are therefore prone to lose rare species with poor
dispersal characteristics (the smooth snake being a prime example). It would therefore
also be desirable to link up the heathland glades in compartments 1 and 2. The 1912
Ordnance Survey map shows open heath throughout the southern halves of
compartments 1 and 2 indicating that this may be feasible. Similarly, heathy corridors
could be created between Stanley Common and Lynchmere Common. Lynchmere
Common has some good west facing slopes with small scale features such as trenches
and banks from World War II exercises. These areas are currendy undergoing heathland
restoration works and have potential as key reptile habitat. The areas in question should
be assessed for current ecological interest, and clearance for heathland restoration should
not exceed the ability to adequately manage the whole heathland habitat so created in the
long term.

4.3 Pond

The site management plan calls for the creation of a pond in the bed of the ephemeral
water course in compartment 4. This will be a highly desirable addition to the habitat
diversity on the common as wetland habitats are presently absent on site. It will provide
habitat for dragonflies, amphibians and other wetland flora and fauna.

4.4 Grazing

Conservation grazing on heathlands is generally practised in order to control young scrub
and grasses and to create structural diversity in the vegetation. Grazing as a heathland
management tool, although beneficial on most sites, is the subject of much debate with
regard to key reptile habitat within a site as stands of old heather are vulnerable to
trampling and take many years to re-establish. If grazing is to be introduced onto the
commons, careful consideration should be given as to stocking density and appropriate
animal breeds. The grazing plan should take account of the possibility of smooth snake
being present on Stanley Common and it should incorporate measures to safeguard the
key areas of old heather. Lynchmere Common, with large areas of wavy hair grass offers
greater potential for conservation grazing. Therefore the grazing could possibly be
compartmentalised with stock confined to Lynchmere Common using a short internal
fence along the northern border of compartment 4. The inclusion in the management
plan of measures to protect the main reptile areas on Stanley Common from grazing
pressure will increase the Common's desirability as a potential smooth snake receptor site
should the opportunity arise.

4.5 Re-introduction

As it appears unlikely that smooth snakes survive on Stanley Common, and this site is
now under active management to conserve heathland, it would seem appropriate to
investigate a re-introduction programme. Although native smooth snakes are not bred
in captivity, receptor sites are occasionally required for animals removed &om
development sites. A re-introduction would seem to be in accord with the species
recovery programme, one of the proposed goals of which is to re-establish lost
populations within the historical range. As this species has precise habitat requirements



and has strict legal protection, advice should be sought from specialists at English Nature
and the Herpetological Conservation Trust.

5. Bibliography

Braithwaite, A.C. 1995. Pilot Study for Smooth Snake (Carone/fa austnaca) Species
Recovery Programme. English Nature.

Frazer, D. 1983. Reptiles and Amphibians in Britain. Collins.

Gray, M. 1997. Stanley, Lynchmere and Marley Common Five Year Management Plan.

R Free. November 2000





Stanley Common Reptile Survey 2000: Results

Recorder: R Free, Sussex Downs Conservation Board
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