THE NATTERJACK AT HENGISTBURY HEAD - 2002

INTRODUCTION

April  remained calm and stable with an anticyclone persisting until the 20th.  Changeable and cool weather followed with only light rain.  15C was the average temperature. Rain on the 20 April, may have been the trigger for the 1st string in Whitepits South.  A further 2 strings were recorded on the 24 April in Wick Tiny and another 3 strings on the 25 April  in Whitepits South

May continued relatively dry but developed into a changeable month with sunny spells and blustery showers. Average temperatures rarely exceeded 15C with the exception of a warmer spell from the 16-19 May.  The first strings appeared in Batters South and North with 100s – 1000s tadpoles evident by the end of the month.

June was changeable and cool with warmer settled weather in the final 7 days. Average temperatures were 17C.    The first toadlets were recorded (200) in the Batters North pond on 

the 1 June.

July was unsettled until the 14th when more settled anticyclonic weather developed.  Average temperature was 20C. Humid weather developed at the end of the month.  1000s of tadpoles were noted in all the ponds except for the ‘new’ Mudeford Sandspit pond (see below), Whitepits North (100s) and Wick Tiny (100s). 

August saw average to above average temperatures throughout. Day time temperatures always exceeded 20C. The minimum night time temperature was 13C at the start of the month. 100s of tadpoles were present in all the ponds with the exception of the Batters North and the Sandspit.  Toadlets were not very evident with the exception of 10s at Batters North and the Sandspit.

September: Tadpoles were noted in Batters South and Whitepits South until the 9 September.  Toadlets were recorded (150 in Batters North) until the 10  September. 

· 18  strings were recorded in the 2002 season (see table 1 below).

· The maximum count of breeding adults was 20 (10 male 10 female) on the 10 May at the Batters Ponds.   

· Maximum water temperature was 31C on the 1 June at the ‘new’ Mudeford  Sandspit pool.

BATTERS NORTH (TOTAL 3 STRINGS)

A total of 3 Strings was recorded . 1000s of tadpoles and 10s of toadlets were evident in mid-July.

BATTERS SOUTH (TOTAL 6 STRINGS)

6 strings were noted.  1000s of tadpoles were present in July although the first toadlets to be recorded were present on the 1st June. 

WHITEPITS NORTH & SOUTH  (TOTAL 8 STRINGS)

The first string of the season was noted here on the 19 April. 1000s of tadpoles were present throughout May to July in Whitepits South but only 10s of toadlets were recorded in July at Whitepits North.

WICK  (TOTAL 2 STRINGS)

2 strings were noted - the lowest number to be recorded since the creation of this pond. 100s of tadpoles were ready to emerge in July but no evidence of toadlets later in the month.

NEW DUNES - LONG GROYNE (TOTAL STRINGS - 0)

There was no translocation of strings to this pond and no recorded activity from adult toads as a result of previous translocations.  

MUDEFORD SANDSPIT – NEW POOL FOR 2002 – 

The new pool at the southern extremity of the south spit was prepared as a toad habitat in the winter of 2001/2002.  Willow and Sallow were removed from the perimeter to open up  this coastal pond to sunlight. The area was partly fenced on the south-eastern aspect to restrict incursion by dogs. Previous readings  (1999 – 2001) of water samples showed an average pH of 7-8.  The readings taken this year were much the same. A maximum water  temperature of 31C was noted in June – there was little evidence of fungal attack or blanket weed. 

One string was transferred here from the Batters South on the 15 May with a further 400 tadpoles from Whitepits South.  By the 21 May, the translocated tadpoles were noticeably larger than their counterparts which had remained in Whitepits South.  A further 500 tadpoles were translocated from Batters South on the 25 June.  Although the pond had dried up markedly by the 31 June there was a successful metamorphosis in the week prior to this. 100-300 toadlets were in evidence, until mid-August, under leaves and twigs in the humid  basin of the now dried up pool. 

Note: Windblown sand readily accretes here adjacent to this ‘natural?’ pool. This will be beneficial for burrows and for hibernation; on the other hand, measures may have to be taken to protect the pool from being inundated. 

CONCLUSIONS

The recording of adult toad activity was again considerably less than in previous years because of other commitments.   The record (33) number of strings in 1999 was not exceeded.

Table 1

YEAR
1993
1994
1995
1996
1997
1998
1999
2000
2001
2002

BATTERS
16
24
19
19
13
18
20
15
19
8

WHITEPITS

1
2
2
9
7
8
7
7
8

WICK
1

6
6
7
6
5
7
6
2

TOTALS
17
25
27
27
29
31
33
29
32
18

There was a marked decline in activity in 2002 with the lowest number of strings being recorded since 1993.  Exceedingly wet winter weather preceded the spring which was, by contrast, notably dry and cool (in April). May continued with dry desiccating conditions until heavy rain on the 6th  & 7th of the month.  It will be interesting to compare and contrast our records with other regional sites in this year of decline for the Natterjack at Hengistbury Head.

With thanks to, John Buckley, Richard Hesketh and Lisa Parker for their fieldnotes and records.
Mark Holloway  February 2002          
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