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Slow-worm  
Anguis fragilis 

Species Action Plan 
 
1. Introduction 
The slow-worm is a priority UK BAP species. 
 
2. Current Status 
2.1 Ecology and habitat requirements 
Despite its snake-like appearance, the slow-worm is a legless lizard. In common 
with other species of lizard, they are distinguishable from snakes by the visible 
eyelids and the ability to shed their tail: a defence response to help escape from 
predators by providing a distraction.  
 
Female slow-worms tend to have dark flanks and a thin, dark stripe down the 
back. They also have relatively smaller heads than males. Males tend to be a 
uniform grey colour, lacking the longitudinal stripe and often have a scattering of 
blue spots. Older slow-worms tend to have a duller appearance and are often 
battle scarred. In spring the males often fight, presumably to see off potential 
rivals for mates. Mating itself can also be quite aggressive, with males holding 
females tightly in their jaws. Despite these conflicts slow-worms are harmless to 
humans, and do not bite. Slow-worms are long-lived: 20 years or more in the 
wild, and over 50 years has been recorded in captivity.  
 
A brood of live young is produced in September or October. Each baby is born in 
a transparent membrane, from which it emerges almost immediately. Newly 
hatched slow-worms are like miniature versions of adult females, with dark sides 
and a stripe along the back, contrasting with a striking yellow, gold or copper 
background. Adult slow-worms can grow up to 45 cm in total length, whereas the 
newly-born young are 7 to 10 cm long.   
 
The slow-worm can be found in almost any open or semi-open habitat.  It likes 
warmth but instead of basking in the open sun it prefers to hide under a stone, 
log or piece of discarded rubbish such as a sheet of corrugated iron or plank of 
wood exposed to the sun.  Slow-worms are also keen on compost heaps where 
they find warmth and plenty of food.  They feed on slow moving prey, particularly 
slugs. Slow-worms hibernate throughout the winter months, sometimes sharing 
hibernation sites with other animals. 
 
2.2 Population and distribution 
The slow-worm is probably the most commonly encountered British reptile. It is 
naturally absent from Ireland (those found there, in the area of the Burren, are 
thought to be introduced).  It occurs throughout most of Europe, including virtually 
all of Great Britain, although it tends to be most abundant in the southern 
counties. However, slow-worms are very patchily distributed and tend to be 
aggregated into small pockets on a given site.  Allotments provide ideal 
conditions for slow-worms and surveys in several counties have shown a high 
correlation between allotments and reptile, particularly slow-worm, presence.  
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In Worcestershire the species is widely distributed although due to its secretive 
nature it is often under-recorded.  There is also a tendency for the species to be 
misidentified as a snake. 
 
The slow-worm shows a tendency to occur in urban habitats such as allotments 
and railway sidings.  The general national decline of the species in recent years 
makes these habitats all the more important.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Slow-worm records in Worcestershire to 20 07.  Records pre-1979 are shown 
blue, 1980-1999 shown green and 2000-2007 shown red .  Data provided by 
Worcestershire Biological Records Centre. Note some data is displayed at hectad and 
tetrad level.  
 
2.3 Legislation  
The slow-worm is protected under schedule 5 of the Wildlife and Countryside Act. 
 
2.4 Summary of important sites 
Worcester city is now considered to be nationally important for this reptile and the 
Lansdowne Crescent allotments are probably the best urban site for slow-worms 
in England.  Most rural records tend to come from nature reserves. 
 
3. Current factors affecting the species  

· Loss of habitat due to intensive agricultural land use and increased use of 
pesticides causing a shortage of prey items. 

· Deliberate attacks by humans who mistakenly believe them to be 
dangerous. 

· Accidental killing due to their frequency of occurrence in allotments and 
gardens. 

· Slow-worms are quick to exploit brown-field sites that are now increasingly 
favoured for development.  This has led in recent years to populations 
being translocated to ever smaller and more fragmented sites as part of 
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the development mitigation, a situation that is not sustainable and is 
leading inevitably to the further decline of the species in Worcestershire. 

· The unsympathetically timed management of fields, roadside verges and 
other sites using mechanical equipment can have severe impacts on slow-
worm populations, particularly if pregnant females are killed. 

 
4. Current Action 
4.1 Local protection  
Worcester City Council has designated the Lansdowne allotments as a slow-
worm sanctuary. 
 
4.2 Site management and programmes of action  
Worcester City Council provided purpose-built hibernacula on Lansdowne 
allotments in 1998.  Many of the allotment tenants are now managing their plots 
sympathetically. 
 
Advice on slow-worm conservation can be obtained from Worcestershire Wildlife 
Trust, Froglife, the British Herpetological Society, Herpetological Conservation 
Trust, Worcestershire Reptile and Amphibian Group and Natural England. 
 
4.3 Survey, research and monitoring 
The National Amphibian and Reptile Recording Scheme  (NARRS) is a 
national wildlife-monitoring project to measure trends in the conservation status 
of all UK species of amphibian and reptile. NARRS is being led by The 
Herpetological Conservation Trust in partnership with other organisations. It will 
provide information on the status of amphibians and reptiles in Britain, but will 
also raise awareness and appreciation of these species and encourage people to 
get involved in recording and conservation.  NARRS will coordinate and combine 
data from a number of surveys including the Slow-worm Compost Survey that 
encourages gardeners and allotment holders to record sightings.   
 
A survey of the slow-worm populations within Worcester city was undertaken in 
1997 by Worcestershire Wildlife Consultancy on behalf of Worcester City 
Council’s Project Greenspace.  Refugia were positioned at 27 sites and re-visited 
to gather highest count data.  A repeat of this survey is planned if the funding can 
be secured. 
 
5. Associated Plans 
Traditional Orchards, Scrub, Urban, Semi-natural Grassland. 
 
6. Vision Statement 
That Worcester City continues to be a nationally important stronghold for slow-
worm with all known and potential habitat within the city protected and enhanced 
whenever the opportunity allows.  The importance of both urbanised and rural 
areas of slow-worm habitat throughout the county will be recognised, valued and 
protected by all Worcestershire residents. 
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7. Targets 
 
Target Type 

 
Target Text 

Baseline 
value 

Target 
Value 

Target 
Timescale 

Population Re-survey 27 key sites within Worcester City to determine changes in slow-worm 
populations 

0 sites 27 sites 2015 

 
8. Actions 
 
Action Code 

Action 
Category 

 
Action Text 

 
Location 

Complete 
Action By 

Lead 
Organisation 

Support 
Organisations 

WRC SLW CP 01 3.15 In partnership with allotment owning 
organisations and groups, develop an 
information and awareness campaign to 
raise the profile of the slow-worm and its 
ecology and to encourage allotment 
workers to record and report sightings. 

Worcestershire 2010 WCC WWT, WWC, 
WDC, MHDC, 
WorcsCC, 
WFDC, BDC, 
RBC 

WRC SLW FR 01 4.11 Secure funding and repeat the slow-worm 
survey of Worcester City allotment sites. 

Worcester City 2015 WorcsCC WCC 

WRC SLW PL 01 9.8 Enforce the protection given to the slow-
worm and seek to secure wherever possible 
the enhancement of slow-worm habitat 
through the use of planning conditions and 
obligations. 

Wychavon 
District 

2017 WDC  

WRC SLW PL 02 9.8 Enforce the protection given to the slow-
worm and seek to secure wherever possible 
the enhancement of slow-worm habitat 
through the use of planning conditions and 
obligations. 

Malvern Hills 
District 

2017 MHDC  

WRC SLW PL 03 9.8 Enforce the protection given to the slow-
worm and seek to secure wherever possible 
the enhancement of slow-worm habitat 
through the use of planning conditions and 
obligations. 

Worcester City 2017 WorcsCC  

WRC SLW PL 04 9.8 Enforce the protection given to the slow-
worm and seek to secure wherever possible 

Wyre Forest 
District 

2017 WFDC  
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the enhancement of slow-worm habitat 
through the use of planning conditions and 
obligations. 

WRC SLW PL 05 9.8 Enforce the protection given to the slow-
worm and seek to secure wherever possible 
the enhancement of slow-worm habitat 
through the use of planning conditions and 
obligations. 

Bromsgrove 
District 

2017 BDC  

WRC SLW PL 06 9.8 Enforce the protection given to the slow-
worm and seek to secure wherever possible 
the enhancement of slow-worm habitat 
through the use of planning conditions and 
obligations. 

Redditch District 2017 RBC  

 
 
 
 
 
 
References and further information 
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WCC – Worcestershire County Council WWT – Worcestershire Wildlife Trust WWC – Worcestershire Wildlife Consultancy 
WDC – Wychavon District Council  MHDC – Malvern Hills District Council WorcsCC  – Worcester City Council 
WFDC – Wyre Forest District Council BDC – Bromsgrove District Council  RBC – Redditch Borough Council 


