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Introduction 

Records of sightings of the adder (Vipera berus) and data on the distribution of the species 
within the Quantock Hills AONB have historically been sparse and few previous studies have 
been conducted into the species on this range of hills. 

Anecdotal evidence exists of a survey conducted in 2002 jointly by the Reptile and 
Amphibian Group for Somerset (RAGS) and the Somerset Environmental Records Centre 
(SERC), followed by a further one in 2007 (Paul Newman, Mark Anderson pers comm).  
However, in both of these instances, the results appear to have been disappointing, with very 
few sightings of adders, contributing to a perception that adders are rare on the Quantock 
range. 

Such a sparse body of data leaves land managers on the Quantock Hills ill-equipped to 
administer the management regimes necessary to conserve the species (Palmer 2009). 

In an effort to rectify this deficiency, in 2008 the Quantock Hills AONB Service, in 
partnership with other interested parties, commissioned Kevin Palmer to undertake a study 
into the status and distribution of the adder on the Quantocks. 

The Quantock Hills AONB covers an area of 98 km2 and reaches elevations of up to 350m 
above sea level. Within this space Palmer’s study identified four sub-populations of adders: 
one at Thorncombe Hill, where 13 males and 3 females were identified; another at Wilmot’s 
Pool, where 7 males and 5 females were identified; a further one at Black Hill, where 3 males 
were identified but no females; and finally one at Great Hill, where adders were present but 
no data was collected to enable recognition of individuals. The author was careful to point out 
that these quantities do not constitute reliable population size estimates and that further mark 
and recapture effort would be required to reach any conclusions on population size (Palmer 
2009). They do, however, give an insight into the distribution of sub-populations on the hills. 

This information on the distribution of adders across the range of hills is important as it 
allows informed decisions to be made on land management practices. In the Quantocks 
burning is traditionally the method of choice for managing the heathland, but the impact of 
this management technique on adder populations is not known. Burning occurs during 
February at a time when most adders are hibernating underground, making direct destruction 
of adders unlikely. Nevertheless, if conditions allow, some individuals will begin to emerge 
very early: in 2011 the first observations of adders on the Quantocks occurred on February 
12th.  However, the greater threat is likely to occur later when large numbers of adders 
emerge from hibernation. At this time, if all the cover has been removed by burning, the 
animals may be vulnerable to increased predation. For this reason it is thought to be 
particularly important that efforts are made to identify hibernation sites within the AONB.   

In 2011, the Quantock Hills Species Action Plan (SAP) for adders was published including a 
target to continue to build on knowledge of adder distribution and populations on the 
Quantock Hills. As a key partner in the implementation of the SAP, the Reptile and 



Amphibian Group for Somerset (RAGS) shares responsibility for meeting this target and 
consequently undertook a survey during the spring of 2011. 

The aim of the RAGS survey was to build on the data collected by Palmer and his 
collaborators to increase the understanding of the distribution of adders within the AONB, 
and to identify areas of particular importance to the species including hibernacula. During 
early spring, adders emerge from their hibernacula and spend the next few weeks basking in 
close proximity to the hibernacula. Consequently, observations of adders during the spring 
can indicate the likely position of hibernacula.   

Due to the obvious constraints when working with venomous animals, surveyors were not 
encouraged to handle snakes. Consequently the survey aimed to establish simple presence or 
absence of snakes in a number of localities on the hills, identify the sex of those encountered 
and, where possible, to photograph each specimen to assist with individual identification in 
the future. 
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Materials and Methods 

In consultation with the AONB Service, twelve 1km square sites were identified to survey for 
the presence or absence of adders (Figure 1). 

 

 

Figure 1: Quantock Hills showing 1 km squares that were selected for survey. 

A total of 23 volunteers were recruited as surveyors and two training days were held to 
familiarise the surveyors with reptile survey and recognition techniques. The first training 
day occurred on 19th March 2011, however several potential surveyors were unable to attend, 
so a further training day occurred on 9th April 2011. 

The survey began immediately after training was given and continued up until 31st May 2011. 

During the training event the surveyors were divided into six groups. Each group was issued 
with a hand-held GPS system and each allocated 2 x 1km squares to survey (Table 1). 

 

 

 

 



Group No 1Km Square 
Grid Reference 

Local Name 

1 ST1340 Longstone Hill 
1 ST1341 East Quantockshead 
2 ST1139 Bicknoller Hill 
2 ST1240 Bicknoller Post W. 
3 ST1339 Black Ball Hill 
3 ST1438 Black Hill 
4 ST1538 Frog Hill/Wilmot’s Pool 
4 ST1638 Dead Woman’s Ditch N. 
5 ST1735 Aisholt Common W. 
5 ST1835 Aisholt Common E. 
6 ST1536 Great Hill 
6 ST1537 West Hill 

Table 1: Allocation of 1km squares to groups. 

 

Group members were asked to organise time management between themselves to maximise 
the number of visits up until termination of the survey on 31st May 2011. 

During the spring the species will bask readily once the temperature exceeds about 8oC, 
therefore surveying involved visual searches for adders during times when they were likely to 
be basking.  

The technique for such a visual search is very simple. The surveyor must first identify likely 
basking sites. During the early part of the year these are usually pools of sunlight within or on 
the edge of dense vegetation, predominantly on southerly facing slopes. Once a likely site has 
been identified, the surveyor walks very slowly with their back to the sun, looking outside the 
area of shadow and as far ahead as possible so as not to startle the snake from its basking 
position before a positive identification can be made. 

Having located a snake, surveyors were asked to record the grid reference of the location of 
the animal using the GPS and note the life-stage and the sex.  

 

Results 

A total of sixteen adders were sighted, two of which were eliminated from the survey results 
because of ambiguity, resulting in fourteen new records for adders in the Quantock hills. 

Six of these sightings were made during surveyors’ movements to or from allocated grid 
squares, so not all correspond to designated survey sites. However, four of the allocated 
squares yielded sightings while eight did not. 

Two observations were made after the ‘official’ end of the survey on the 31st May. However 
the deadline of 31st May was somewhat arbitrary and was chosen as it usually coincides with 
the dispersal of adders to their summer feeding grounds when they become more difficult to 



find. In this case, the two sightings were from an area that had been yielding a few sightings 
throughout the immediate post-hibernation period. Therefore it was likely that these 
observations were of adders that had not yet embarked on their dispersal to their summer 
feeding grounds and consequently they were considered relevant as potential indicators to the 
presence of hibernacula and were included in the survey results. Records are, of course, 
welcomed throughout the year, but are of particular importance if they may indicate the 
presence of hibernacula. 

 

Date Group No Grid Ref ST Site Life-stage Sex 
23 March 3 1446538080 Black Hill Adult Male 
2 April 4 1544438119 Wilmot’s 

Pool 
Adult Female 

7 April 3 1387638509 Halsway Hill Adult Male 
7 April 3 1299339134 Thorncombe 

Hill 
Adult Male 

7 April 3 1381638580 Halsway Hill Adult Female 
9 April 4 1528138114 Frog Hill Adult Female 
16 April 6 1574636250 Great Hill Adult Female 
16 April 6 1568036251 Great Hill Adult Female 
22 April 6 1533136301 Great Hill Adult Female 
24 April 4 1544838125 Wilmot’s 

Pool 
Adult Female 

25 April 2 1216740868 Beacon Hill Adult Female 
6 May 4 135385 Thorncombe 

Hill 
Adult Male 

3 June 6 1498236400 Great Hill Adult Female 
3 June 6 1496536524 Great Hill Adult Male 

Table 2: Location, life-stage and sex of adders recorded during surveying, 2011. 

 

Each of these records was plotted onto a map of the Quantock Hills (Figure 2). 

There appears to be an assemblage of adders on the south facing slope of Great Hill. There 
are also adders present in a broad crescent along the southern scarp of the hills from Wilmot’s 
pool, westward to the southern slopes of Black Hill, continuing north westward along the 
southern slopes of Halsway Hill and Thorncombe Hill up to Beacon Hill in the north of the 
area.  



 

Figure 2: Plots showing locations of adders recorded during surveying. 

 

 

Discussion 

The assemblages of adders found during this survey appear to confirm the findings reported 
by Palmer (2009). In his report he suggests that there may be hibernacula on the Southern 
slopes of Great Hill, Black Hill and Thorncombe Hill as well as in the vicinity of Wilmot’s 
Pool. The assemblages found in these areas during the present survey would appear to 
support this notion. 

All these areas exhibit conditions considered typical of hibernation sites: all are south facing, 
all are on high ground keeping them free from flooding, and all are heavily vegetated with 
thickets of mature gorse (Ulex spp) and/or heather (Calluna spp) interspersed in some areas 
by rough grassland.  

Thorncombe Hill and Great Hill produced the greatest number of sightings.  

Thorncombe Hill eastward to Halsway Post is recognised as a ‘hotspot’ for adders and was 
used as a site for the training days. Although sightings during training days have not been 
included in the data, seven adders were sighted in this area during the first training day, 
whilst a further three were seen here during the second training day. Additionally this slope 
was visited on occasion by surveyors as they passed through en route to other sites, which 



resulted in a further three sightings of adders in this area, making it an important site for 
adders on the Quantocks. 

No less important is Great Hill where five sightings were made during this survey. All 
occurred among isolated patches of gorse scrub and all within approximately 50 m of the 
cairn on the summit. Previous studies in this area have never resulted in any data which could 
be used to estimate the size of this assemblage, and further survey effort on Great Hill may be 
beneficial.  

Palmer (2009) recorded only three male adders and a complete lack of females from Black 
Hill and concluded that this was a remnant sub-population from which most animals had 
dispersed following fires in 2004. Unfortunately, the present survey only revealed one male 
adder from Black Hill and, in common with Palmer’s previous studies, females were not 
found at this site.   

An interesting observation is the single sighting of an adder on Beacon Hill. Beacon Hill is 
further north than previous surveys have focussed and data is deficient for the area. There 
exists only one previous formal record of an adder in this area which was reported in 1983. 
The present survey also produced a further potential sighting of an adder in the same area at 
ST12574070. Unfortunately, this record had to be eliminated from the survey results as the 
observation could not be verified. However, it is possible that this sighting was of a small 
juvenile adder.  

A useful side effect of this survey has been the increased awareness of the adders on the 
Quantocks and the importance of reporting observations. This was demonstrated by the report 
submitted to RAGS this summer, complete with photographs, of three adders sighted in the 
woodland within the Deer Park at the northern most point of the range at West 
Quantockshead. These are interesting observations, occurring during late July when adders 
might be expected to be inhabiting their summer haunts. Adders are known to disperse up to 
2km (Prestt 1971) which would put the Deer park within reach of adders potentially 
hibernating on Beacon Hill or at sites to the north of Beacon Hill. These reports, together 
with the evidence uncovered by the present survey, suggests that further survey effort 
focussed around Beacon Hill and the Quantockshead area may be beneficial. 

There was a further observation that was eliminated from the results of the survey. This 
involved an adder sighted on Aisholt Common, the most southerly area that was searched. 
Unfortunately, the grid reference given was erroneous, resulting in the rejection of the record. 
However, despite a lack of recent records this would suggest that adders are present in the 
area and this too may warrant further attention. 

RAGS intends to continue surveying for adders on the Quantock hills and this season of 
surveying has highlighted a number of deficiencies in the protocols that can be improved in 
future. 

The survey simply set out to identify whether adders were present or absent in specific areas, 
to provide a simple count of sightings, and to determine the sex of adders sighted. There is 



more additional useful data that could have been collected simultaneously but was not. No 
record was kept of the amount of effort expended per sighting and this would be an important 
piece of information to include during future surveys. A record should be kept of the amount 
of time spent searching the squares that fail to yield any sightings of adders before any 
decision is made to abandon the square. At present, it is not entirely clear whether squares 
that failed to yield any adders did so because there were none present or because they were 
not thoroughly searched. Some surveyors, however, did record conditions within their survey 
sites and their potential suitability for adders. Square ST1537 was reported as unlikely to 
contain adders as the habitat was deemed unsuitable. Whilst this is useful information, a 
standardised method of eliminating squares would be preferable. As it is, there were eight of 
the allocated squares that failed to yield any records of adders and it is unclear whether these 
should continue to be included within subsequent survey efforts. 

 

Impetus for further work 

The evidence from all recent studies on the Quantocks suggests that adders are more 
widespread on the hills than was previously understood. Their distribution however is not 
uniform. A number of small assemblages have now been identified, but for most of these, 
important data is not yet available. Little is known about the size or structure of most of these 
assemblages and future survey effort may usefully be focussed on those assemblages about 
which the least information exists. No population estimates have been made on the sites at 
Great Hill, Beacon Hill and Aisholt Common and survey effort may usefully prioritise these 
areas in future years. 

It is inevitable that further assemblages await discovery. Surveys to date have focussed on 
areas above 300m altitude where the heathland vegetation conforms to the generally accepted 
preferred habitat profile for the species. However, no attempt has yet been made to identify 
important sites at lower altitude on the ‘shoulders’ of the hills, where the habitat consists of 
the corners of rough grazing land, bracken covered slopes and the edges of wooded coombes. 
While not recognised as such typical adder habitat, there is a possibility that areas of equal 
importance could exist at these lower altitudes. It could be beneficial if future work were to 
include such areas. 

Additionally, it would be useful to determine how the distribution pattern of adders is 
influenced on the range. Emphasis in future work might be placed on observation of 
environmental variables such as geology and landscape, vegetation type and structure, and 
distribution and use of microclimatic conditions.  
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