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There are as many introduced amphibian
and reptile species in the UK as there are
native species — at least thirteen non-native
species present and breeding, and another
eight species, or subspecies, present but
not breeding. In general, alien species
distribution is very localised so you are less
likely to encounter them than our native
species. However, some of the aquatic aliens
are relatively widespread and are therefore
more likely to be encountered.

Alpine newt (Ichthyosaura
alpestris) neotonous form.
Will Atkins, LEHART

Inside cover photo:
Wall lizard (Podarcis
muralis). Chris Dresh

Front cover photos (top

to bottom, left to right):
Midwife toad, Jason Steel;
Aesculapian snake, Jason
Steel; Wall lizard, Fred
Holmes; Female bullfrog, Jon
Cranfield; Male Alpine newt,
Fred Holmes; Western green
lizard, Will Atkins; Edible
frog, Fred Holmes; Yellow
bellied sliders, left and red
eared slider, right, Chris
Dresh; Italian crested newt,
Henk Wallays




Non-native amphibians and reptiles have
reached the UK through a variety of means.
Some species have been introduced out of
curiosity — or in the belief that they would
‘enhance’ our native fauna. This misguided
practice has a long history and there are

Pool frog (Pelophylax lessonae) southern clade. Will Atkins, LEHART

records of such introductions dating to the
19th century. Other species have arrived as
stowaways. For example, the midwife toad
is believed to have been imported along with
plants for the nursery trade. The discovery of
green/water frog populations close to fishery

establishments suggests that these frogs may
be hitching rides with importations of fish
stocks (probably as tadpoles).

More recently, non-native species have
arrived through pet keeping either through
accidental escapes or as deliberate releases.

Basking red eared terrapin (Trachemys scripta elegans). Fred Holmes

=

For example, terrapins are usually the result
of unwanted pets being ‘dumped’.




What are the problems

caused by alien species?

Non-native, exotic, or alien species are those
that do not naturally belong in a particular
environment, but have been introduced,
intentionally or accidentally, by humans.

In most cases, introduced species do not
thrive as they are not adapted to their

new environments. Of a minority that can
survive in their new home however, some
can become problematic, in extreme cases
becoming serious pests (or ‘invasive’).

At a global level, the impact of non-native
species may affect native species in several
ways. Amphibian and reptile examples

are cane toads in Australia and brown tree
snakes on Guam.

Specifically, invasive non-native species
may cause problems through competition
or predation. A less obvious problem lies in
diseases that non-native species may carry,
but to which local species have little or no

Although not known to be breeding in the UK, the corn snake (Pantherophis guttatus)
from North America is a regular escapee from captive collections. Fred Holmes

resistance. Such diseases may be partly
responsible for the decline of amphibians
globally. The impact of such disease

in Britain is not fully understood but a
precautionary approach to non-native species
will reduce any such risks.

In most cases, non-native amphibians and
reptiles are not known to pose significant
threats in the UK. In part this may be
because our temperate climate limits the
reproductive potential of most non-native,
ectothermic vertebrates (i.e. those with
variable body temperatures).

Alien amphibian and reptile species in the UK

American Bullfrog (Lithobates
o catesbeianus). Trevor Rose

Edible frog (Pelophylax
kl.esculentus). Chris Dresh

However, some are able to thrive in our
climate and may be significant predators or
competitors of native wildlife. An example

is the North American bullfrog, which is a
major predator and potential disease vector
within environments to which it has been
introduced. Globally, it is regarded as one of
the most problematic invasive alien species,
so every effort should be made to prevent this
species becoming established in Britain.
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Introduced Amphibian and
Reptile species in the UK

Species confirmed present and breeding in the UK

Alpine newt Ichthyosaura alpestris
Italian crested newt Triturus carnifex
Midwife toad Alytes obstetricans
African clawed frog Xenopus laevis
North American bullfrog Lithobates catesbeianus
Marsh frog Pelophylax ridibundus
Iberian pool frog Pelophylax perezi
Edible frog Pelophylax kl. esculentas
Pool frog (southern clade) Pelophylax lessonae
Western green lizard Lacerta bilineata

Wall lizard (Podarcis muralis) on left and Western green lizard (Lacerta bilineata) on right. John Wilkinson Wall lizard Podarcis muralis

Aesculapian snake Zamenis longissimus

Climate change could alter the success of
non-native species in the UK. Therefore,
we need to monitor alien populations of
amphibians and reptiles, finding out where
they occur, whether they are establishing
breeding populations and whether they are
likely to increase in numbers in the future.

Species that are encountered as escapees with
increasing regularity include the corn snake
(Pantherophis guttatus) and the Russian rat snake
(Elaphe schrenki.) There is a range of other species
that are known to occur but which might not be
breeding, or for which populations are of uncertain
status. These include the red-eared terrapin
(Trachemys scripta elegans) which is found at a
range of mainly urban sites but which has not yet
been confirmed to reproduce successfully. Other
species which have been found in recent times but
whose current status needs confirmation include:
European tree frog (Hyla arborea), fire bellied toad T L)
(Bombina bombina), garter snake and various other Resculapian snake (Zamenis longissimus).
terrapin species. Will Atkins, LEHART

Italian crested newt. Henk Wallays
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Alpine newt Italian crested newt

(Ichthyosaura alpestris) (Triturus carnifex)

Despite its name, the alpine newt inhabits lowland as
well as upland habitats in continental Europe.

Adults are about the same size as the native smooth
newt, females growing a little larger, up to 11 cm.
Breeding males can be predominantly blue. Females
have a marbled pattern. Bellies are bright orange,
occasionally yellow, without spots (although there
may be black spots on the throat of some specimens).

Alpine newts have similar breeding habits to native
newts.

Female alpine newt. Fred Holmes

A pair of male alpine newts to the foreground, the larger animal to the rear of the picture is a female. Will Atkins, LEHART

Belly of Italian crested newt. Simon J. Tonge

Native great crested newt (Triturus
cristatus) for comparison. Chris Dresh

Italian crested newt.
Henk Wallays

The Italian crested newt, (Triturus carnifex) is very
similar in appearance and size to the native great
crested newt (Triturus cristatus). The belly colouration
is often, but not always, a deeper shade of orange
when compared with that of the native great crested
newt, and the black blotches tend to have softer
edges. Much like the native species, males develop a
pronounced dorsal crest during the breeding season.
Adult female Italian crested newts often have a bright
yellow vertebral stripe that is rarely seen in the native
species.

Italian crested newts can survive in a far greater

range of habitats than the native species and can also
hybridise with them. A parallel situation in Switzerland
demonstrated that the introduced aliens had become
the dominant species, displacing the native great
crested newts.
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Marsh frog and relatives

(Pelophylax spp.)

Marsh frogs basking at the edge
of a pond. John Wilkinson

Edible frog. Fred Holmes

The marsh frog (Pelophylax ridibundus) and its
relatives (edible frog Pelophylax kl. esculentus, Iberian
water frog Pelophylax perezi, pool frog Pelophylax
lessonae, etc.) are fairly easy to recognise as a group,
although it is difficult to distinguish between the
different species. Collectively they are referred to as
‘green frogs’ or ‘water frogs’. The background colour
can be green, brown or grey. Green colouration can be
vivid. Some have a light stripe running along the back.

Despite the variability in colouration, there are several
characteristics these frogs share. They are noisy,
calling during late spring and sporadically through

the summer. When calling, they inflate vocal sacs on
either side of the head. Note also the dorsolateral ridge
running from behind the eye towards the hind end of
the frog — useful in distinguishing large water frogs from
the North American bullfrog.

These frogs are more aquatic than our native common
frog, remaining in and around the water all year (most
common frogs spend a good proportion of the year on
land). They can often be seen basking by the side of
ponds.

Midwife toad

(Alytes obstetricans)

Midwife toad. Jason Steel

Midwife toad, red brown morph. Jason Steel

This is a small toad, rarely exceeding 5cm in length.
It has unusual breeding behaviour; the male carries
strings of eggs wrapped around its hind legs.

Midwife toads can be difficult to find as by day they
hide away in dark, damp crevices, under large stones
or pieces of timber etc. The easiest way to detect and
identify this alien is by its distinctive call which sounds
like an electronic ‘bleep’, given on warm evenings from
May to September, peaking in July or August.

Midwife toads have a long breeding season. This
means that the tadpole stage is ‘staggered’; some
tadpoles develop into toads in their first year, whilst
others delay until the following spring. Midwife toad
tadpoles are present in ponds long after most common
frog and toad tadpoles have left, and large midwife
tadpoles can be found over the winter. These are not
to be confused with common frog tadpoles which, less
frequently, can also overwinter. Midwife toads can
breed successfully in the UK and a population has
been living in Bedford for over 100 years. There are
also established populations elsewhere including mid
Wales. They do not seem to travel far — at least under
their own steam. Most known populations are still
confined to the Bedford area, but others have sprung
up at scattered locations in England and Wales, usually
in gardens and presumably as a result of being moved
by people.
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North American bullfrog

(Lithobates catesbeianus)

1st year tadpole compared with 2nd or 3rd year
tadpole. Jon Cranfield, Herpetologic.

This is a large frog which can grow to 20 cm long.
It is wary and can be difficult to get a good look at.
However, it calls loudly during the summer making
it easily identifiable. It sounds reminiscent of cattle
“lowing,” hence the name.

Due to the ecological threats posed by this species,
its import into the EU has been banned. The chances
of finding bullfrogs in the UK are now slim but even
so, two populations have been discovered in southern
England within the last ten years. It is very important
that any bullfrogs discovered are reported.

Bullfrog tadpoles typically take two to three years to
develop, and they grow very large in comparison to
native common frog and toad tadpoles.

Bullfrogs are potentially confused with marsh frogs
(also large frogs which call loudly). There are some
features, however, that distinguish the two species:

1 When calling, bullfrogs inflate a single vocal sac
under the throat rather than the two sacs on either
side of the head like the marsh frog.

2 Bullfrogs do not have dorsolateral ridges which are
usually prominent in marsh frogs.

3 The calls of the two species are different; bullfrog
calls are reminiscent of cattle while marsh frog calls
are more piercing, sounding a little like waterfowl.

African clawed frog

(Xenopus laevis)

A well developed tadpole displaying the
characteristic tentacles. Alexander Haas

Reaching up to 13 cm in length, the African clawed
frog is an almost completely aquatic species that is
very different to look at when compared with more
familiar frog and toad species. They appear very much
flattened, the eyes being positioned on the top of the
head. Instead of ears there are lateral lines running
down the length of the body and underside, which

is how they can sense movements and vibrations in
the water. There are three short claws on each hind
foot. They use their sensitive fingers, sense of smell,
and lateral line system to find food. Clawed frogs are
scavengers and will eat a wide variety of prey types.
The tadpoles have distinctive tentacles.

Adult clawed frogs. Alexander Haas



Terrapins

European pond terrapin (Emys orbicularis).
Anthony Von Plettenberg Laing

Red eared slider (Trachemys scripta elegans).
Chris Dresh

These familiar animals have been popular in the pet
trade and in the past, were imported in huge numbers.
The trade has tended to focus on the attractive
hatchlings. Sadly these attractive hatchlings grow into
less attractive and harder to maintain adults. These
unwanted adults have often been ‘dumped’ into local
ponds.

Many terrapins originating from the pet trade are
capable of surviving the UK climate, but they do not
seem to be able to breed successfully. Hence, sightings
tend to stem from released individuals. Occasionally,
especially in publicly accessible ponds in residential
areas, they are found in some numbers, which seems
to be a result of many pets being dumped in the same
pond — possibly for ‘company’.

There is no current estimate of numbers in the wild,
but it seems likely that thousands have been released
across the UK.

Many released terrapins are red eared terrapins,
Trachemys scripta elegans from North America. The
import of this sub-species into the EC is now illegal but
the animals are long-lived and can still be found in the
UK, as can other terrapin species.

Wall lizard

Male green backed wall lizard. Fred Holmes

There are more than 30 populations of wall lizards
scattered throughout southern England and one
confirmed population present in south Wales. Their
distribution confirms multiple releases of this non-
native species rather than natural spread.

The wall lizard grows to about 19 cm, but more

than half of this length is tail. The male has a
proportionately larger head than the female and often
has bright green markings on its back. The female
although often predominantly brown, can also be green
backed, usually a paler shade of green than the male.

Male (/eft) and female (right) brown phase wall lizards. John Wilkinson

V.,
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Western green lizard

(Lacerta bilineata)

Pair of basking western green lizards.
Will Atkins, LEHART

Western green lizard. Will Atkins, LEHART

The western green lizard is significantly bigger than
the wall lizard. It is native to Jersey but a non-native
population has been established on cliff tops in
Bournemouth. Escapees have been reported elsewhere
in the UK, but no other breeding colonies have been
confirmed to date.

Aesculapian snake

(Zamenis longissimus)

An Aesculapian snake that has recently eaten a rat.
Will Atkins, LEHART

Aesculapian snake. Will Atkins, LEHART

Typically a resident of humid European broad
leaf woodlands, the Aesculapian snake can reach
two meters in length, is non venomous and feeds
predominately on rodents and nestling birds. Two
isolated populations have been confirmed in the
UK, one in north Wales and another in the south
of England.



Alien, or non-native, amphibians and
reptiles range from unwanted pet terrapins,
surviving as non-breeding animals, to long-
established, breeding populations such as
midwife toads and wall lizards.

You can help by reporting your sightings
of alien amphibians and reptiles and, in
particular, four that are associated with
water bodies and are relatively easy to
identify;

a Marsh frog and relatives
b North American bullfrog
¢ Midwife toad

d Terrapins

Alien Encounters is a website for
information on and reporting sightings of
non-native amphibians and reptiles in the
United Kingdom. It is part of the National
Amphibian and Reptile Recording Scheme.
Follow the link on the next page.

Pool frog (Pelophylax lessonae). Chris Dresh

Yellow bellied sliders, left (Trachemys scripta scripta) and red eared slider, right (Trachemys scripta elegans). Chris Dresh

Alien amphibian and reptile species in the UK

How can | help stop the
spread of aliens?

If buying a pet consider your options
carefully. Don’t buy an animal that is likely
to outgrow the space you have available or
outlive the likely interest of its carer.

Don't release unwanted pets into the wild.
Such action is illegal, can threaten native
wildlife and is often not the best option for
the pet.

Please report sightings of non-native
species. National and international
strategies dealing with non-native species
rely significantly upon detection and
surveillance.

Whether to remove an alien species

from the wild will depend on a range of
considerations, notably the potential risk it
poses and the practicality of removal. It is
best to seek expert advice if you have seen
an alien species. In the case of large, long
established populations, it will often not
be appropriate to attempt removal. Newly
introduced and likely high risk species
would normally be a priority for removal.
These issues are increasingly the subject of
legislation and government policy.

Pueblan milksnake (Lampropeltis triangulum campbelli)
another escapee from captive collections. Fred Holmes il 3

Useful links

Additional help to identify alien
amphibians and reptiles is available from
the Alien encounters website.
www.alienencounters.narrs.org.uk

The ARC website contains information on
native and introduced amphibians and
reptiles.

www.arc-trust.org

GB Non Native Species Secretariat.
www.nonnativespecies.org

The national network of Amphibian and
Reptile groups (ARGUK) is a source of
local expertise.

www.arguk.org

The Reptiles and Amphibians of the UK
website contains excellent identification
information covering some alien species.

www.herpetofauna.co.uk




A group of school children experience their first native reptiles in the field with ARC Trust. Lynn Joseph.

Amphibian and Reptile Conservation is a national wildlife charity committed to conserving
amphibians and reptiles and saving the disappearing habitats upon which they depend.

Our vision sees amphibians and reptiles thriving in their natural habitats, and a society
inspired and committed to their conservation. Our campaigns and projects engage the public
in conserving reptiles and amphibians, encouraging new audiences to take part in actions to
help save these charismatic species.

www.arc-trust.org
655A Christchurch Road, Boscombe, Bournemouth, Dorset BH1 4AP
Telephone 01202 391319. Email enquiries@arc-trust.org

Registered Charity No (England & Wales) 1130188. Registered Charity No (Scotland) SC044097
Charitable Company Limited by Guarantee No 6932972

Booklet compiled by Peter Hill, ARC Trust. Booklet designed by The Design Unit www.thedesignunit.com
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