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ABSTRACT

The secretive habits of the slow-worm Anguis fragilis in the wild have only recently been studied and its movements and ranging behaviour have remained largely unknown. This legless lizard’s physiology and semifossorial life style have so far prevented radio-tracking studies being carried out; identification of individuals depends on natural markings and researchers mostly rely on attracting slow-worms to shelter under artificial refugia.

In this study, individuals were identified by photographing their parietal patterns and were tracked over a 5 m2 grid of refugia at Canterbury Environmental Education Centre in Kent. The primary aim was to understand the species’ spatial requirements and ranging behaviour - they were previously believed to be opportunistic in their movements. While recapture rates of individuals were generally low, many slow-worms were found over several years at the same time of year in the same location, providing the first evidence that they both use a regular hibernaculum and follow regular seasonal paths. Two distinct patterns of movement were observed – adult males displayed a multi-directional ‘cat’s cradle’ style of constantly recrossing earlier paths while adult females moved in a bi-directional ‘shuffle and foray’ style, shuffling between neighbouring refugia before undertaking a longer foray, then returning to the previous location. 

More adult males were found than females and males ranged widely during the breeding season, seeking mates. Adult females were more sedentary, sharing their ranges with up to three other females and 12 males. Slow-worms utilised a mosaic of habitats with different life stages and sexes showing clear preferences for specific environmental conditions. The sustained drought of 1995-98 was believed to be responsible for the loss of body condition observed in many slow-worms during the study.
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