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Introduction 

The common lizard (Zootoca vivipara) is a common and widespread species in Britain as 

well as continental Europe (Kwet, 2009). The lizards are quite a small species (compared to 

others found within Europe), with the adults reaching an overall length of up to 18cm. This 

may sound long but much of this length is made up of the tail with their bodies being 

approximately 6.5cm long (Arnold & Ovenden, 2002). The lizards can live up to 12 years, 

males reach sexual maturity at the age of two years and females at three years of age. 

Their colour is highly variable with juveniles being completely brown and adults ranging 

from olives to browns and greys. The diet of common lizards is comprised mainly of 

invertebrates such as spiders, the species show no discretion and eat whatever is available 

(Avery, 1966). Females bask extensively in order to incubate their young (3-11 individuals) 

which they give birth to live and fully formed with the young being wrapped in a membrane 

(Arnold & Ovenden, 2002).  

Populations of common lizards are thought to be declining across the UK due to habitat loss 

and an increase in predators such as domestic cats. It is therefore important that remaining 

populations are monitored in order to try and mitigate against such declines. It is also 

increasingly important to get local people involved with local scale conservation projects so 

that they are aware how they can help.  

 

Figure 1 – Common lizards seen on our first survey. Image a is a juvenile which was basking on some rubble 

and image b shows an adult basking on the wooden fence that runs the length of Orchard Park. 

Methods 

a.) b.) 
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Prior to the surveys, we carefully placed some artificial refugia within the allocated area (see 

Fig. 2). This area was behind the Topper Street play area and we chose this particular part of 

Orchard Park as this is where the Wildlife Trust BCN had identified an area with good habitat 

for reptiles. With that in mind we decided to focus our attention within the grassland there 

and along the fence that acts as a barrier to the drainage ditch that runs parallel to the A14. 

On the days when we carried out surveys, these artificial refugia were carefully lifted to 

reveal any reptiles that may have been seeking refuge underneath. Once all of the refugia 

were checked, we walked the length of the wooden fence (Fig. 3) to try and spot individuals 

that were basking in the open.  

 

Figure 2 – A map showing two highlighted areas behind the Topper Street play area. Area 1 is the area we 

surveyed last year, area 2 is an area we would like to investigate further in 2016. 

Surveys 

The first survey was on 15
th

 August, which was set up by ourselves and Geoffrey Morley for 

the Transition Cambridge Wildlife Wander at Orchard Park. On this initial survey we 

managed to see eight adults and two juveniles with several basking on the wooden fence (Fig. 

3). Unfortunately no individuals were seen under any of the artificial refugia but some were 

seen basking on the top of them. A second survey was carried out on the 25
th

 August where 

we were able to locate 16 adult individuals and 27 juvenile lizards. It was clear that many of 

these had been born since our last survey 10 days previously. Some unexpected common 

toads (Bufo bufo) were found to be hiding under some of the artificial refugia.The third and 

final survey was on Monday 31
st
 August where similar numbers of individuals to the initial 

survey were seen. 15 lizards in total were spotted including 12 adults and 3 juveniles. All 

three surveys were carried out in Area 1 (Fig. 2) of the site which consists of a large expanse 

of open mixed grassland with a path running through it. 
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Figure 3 – The wooden fence that runs the length of the ditch which is used by the lizards at Orchard Park to 

bask on. 

Discussion 

It is clear that there is a healthy population of common lizards present at Orchard Park, which 

is most certainly larger than has currently been observed. Future surveys will have to focus 

on other parts of the site and be carried out over a longer period of time in order to assess the 

true extent of the lizard population. No snakes have yet been encountered at Orchard Park 

whilst carrying out surveys but this doesn’t mean they are not present. Also, the sighting of 

toads whilst surveying shows that they may be breeding in the area. Whilst on surveys, other 

interesting wildlife was also spotted including the caterpillar of the small elephant hawkmoth 

and the alien wasp spider (Fig 4.). As there is a healthy population of lizards at Orchard Park 

is it reasonable to assume that there is also a large diversity of invertebrates such as spiders 

which the lizards prey on (Avery, 1966). 

 

Figure 4 – A small elephant hawkmoth caterpillar (Deilephila elpenor) and wasp spider (Argiope bruennichi) 

we saw whilst surveying area 1, one afternoon. 
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No gravid females were observed, presumably because surveys were carried out at times 

when they were hiding just before giving birth as evident by the number of juvenile lizards 

present. Gestation is roughly 3 months long but is weather dependent. Females only breed 

once a year with males emerging before the females (Avery & McArdle, 1973), it would be 

interesting to start surveys earlier next season round to learn more about the sex 

demographics of the population at Orchard Park. Future surveys will probably reveal that 

there are less juvenile lizards than observed in the previous year as juveniles are a source of 

food for a number of predators (Avery, 1975) and some may not have survived the winter. 

Some habitat management can be carried out that would benefit the local reptile populations. 

The trimming of brambles and other vegetation growing along the length of the south-facing 

fence would open up more basking areas for lizards. The cuttings from this can then be used 

elsewhere on the site to create a compost heap that will attract other wildlife. The cutting of 

brambles should be undertaken at times when the lizards are not active so none are harmed.  

Future work 

Outline 

Reptile surveys can only be carried out during the animal’s active season; there are three key 

months to carry out reptile surveys which are April, May and September. At the beginning of 

season, the temperature is low meaning animals can easily be observed without them reacting 

as fast to a disturbance or perceived threat. Individuals also need to prepare themselves to 

breed in the spring and animals seen basking later in the summer are most likely to be gravid 

females. Between the months of April and May, the best surveying conditions are days with 

little wind and hazy sunshine. The air temperature should ideally be between 10 and 17
o
C. 

Very bright sunny days should be avoided as these allow reptiles to warm up to their active 

temperature too quickly and so are easily scared or harder to observe. Therefore surveys 

should be carried out between 9 – 11am which includes the checking of carefully placed 

artificial refugia and the wooden fence.  

Refugia 

Artificial refugia should be constructed of roofing felt tiles, numbered and the location of 

each marked on a map using a handheld GPS mapper. These refugia should then be checked 

on a weekly basis during the correct time period when the weather is optimal. We would like 

to place artificial refugia in both Areas 1 and 2 (although the latter may be unavailable now) 

with the hope of being able to see if the lizards use the whole of the site available to them. 

Surveys 

Surveys would ideally consist of two periods, one between April and May to get an estimate 

of the adult population and the second being between July and September in an attempt to 

assess gravid females and newly born lizards.  
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Training 

If it would be possible to use the Orchard Park Community Centre, we would be willing to 

hold a training day for any local residents who would like to get more involved with reptile 

monitoring at Orchard Park. Volunteer surveyors should be aware that they may come into 

contact with grass snakes. Once volunteers are trained, we would be happy to leave them to 

monitor the site for lizards with ourselves acting as a source of guidance and advice for future 

surveys.  
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